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		Chapter 1

		 

		Waking was instant—as it always is. From dreamless nothing to full wakefulness in a moment. And the knowledge of where he was and where my twins were, it was all just there, the information immediately available as soon as I wanted it. Just as I knew that my body was at full strength, that I had no injuries, and that I was hungry, but that it was a controllable hunger.

		 

		I knew that my room was empty, knew that the children were with their father, two rooms away, and knew that my Chosen was calm and maybe even amused.

		 

		People, normal human-type people, speak of awakening with stiffness, or aches, or even of sleeping poorly. I have no idea what that means. My fellow Darkkin seem to understand it even though they have long since passed beyond such infirmities, but I have never been a normal human and it’s just one of many things that I simply have no frame of reference to relate to. I don’t fall asleep, as they say… I plummet into unconsciousness. Awake one moment and then not, and then I simply am awake again. If I dream, I don’t know it, and I never awaken early unless forced to by outside stimuli.

		 

		Rising, I stretched as I always do, in the manner that Christian calls my waking cat stretch. While I did, scents flooded my nose, telling me roughly how long ago my Chosen had arisen and who was currently awaiting me outside the bedroom. Satisfied for the moment, I went into the attached bathroom to prepare for the day.

		 

		Lisle stood as soon as I opened the door from our suite, her tablet clutched to her chest, eyes widening slightly as she saw me. I had showered and dressed for the morning in a blue business suit that would set off my eyes. Of course, I’d likely have to change clothes several more times to accommodate workouts and such.

		 

		Lisle is still new to being one of my assistants, and the newness of it hasn’t worn off. She brims over with excitement and eagerness, wearing the pride of being selected like a badge of honor. Chris always wonders why I don’t just ask Omega for whatever I need to know. It’s actually a good question, one that I’m sure my human assistants probably puzzle over themselves, or maybe even with each other. Why do they even have this job? But Lydia understands, as I think would most Darkkin. Chris grew up human, as did all vampires. I didn’t. I need more contact, more interaction, not less.

		 

		“Good evening, Tatiana,” she said, almost standing at attention.

		 

		“It’s Tanya, Lisle. Right?” I asked, smiling gently to remove any form of sting from this most minor of criticisms.

		 

		“It just seems like I should at least call you by your formal name. Being the boss and all.”

		 

		“Well, this boss prefers Tanya from those who are close to her.”

		 

		“Okay, of course. As you wish,” she replied, shifting her feet a little.

		 

		“So, what is on tap for the night, as Lydia might say?”

		 

		“Monday night schedule, per Miss Chapman”—she glanced at me and immediately amended herself—“er, as per Lydia: You have your corporate update at six, a visit to the health research lab between six-thirty and seven-thirty, a briefing from Attorney Cornell at eight, then a break at eight-thirty to be with the twins and your, ah, mate, then a meeting with Senator McHugh at nine. From ten o’clock on, you have training time with Mr. Arkady and, of course, your, ah, mate again,” she said.

		I smiled inwardly when she stumbled over mentioning my Chosen. He can have that effect on people, especially young female people. He likes to poke at me and tease about how men react around me, but he doesn’t realize, doesn’t perceive how some men see me. If he asked Nika, he’d know. Instead, my Christian has always assumed that all men see me as he does. Some do. Some don’t. Those that don’t tend to feel just horror and fear when they look at me, the small slip of a female who can end them with one hand. Never mind that any female could end them with just one hand—if that hand happened to hold a gun or a knife. Some men have issues with a female physically more powerful than they. Even from the beginning, Christian was not like that. Nor was Declan with his wolf-girl. Not great examples, perhaps, as both men have their own abilities that leave them equal to Stacia and me.

		 

		Hmm, how odd to realize that I have something in common with her.

		 

		“After training, there is a global readiness conference call for both you and Mr. Gordon. After that is Coven business.”

		 

		“Chris, Lisle. His name is Chris. He’ll think you’re talking about his grandfather if you call him Mr. Gordon,” I said.

		 

		“Oh, ah, right,” she said, bending her head over her tablet, her brown hair falling around her face in a curtain. It would have covered the slight blush from a human, but I could see the heat in her face as clear as a billboard by the road.

		 

		I sighed inside. Not all women find Christian attractive, but it is a very high percentage that do, along with more than a few men. He is handsome, but it is more than that. Perhaps humans sense what he is, or rather what he used to be… perhaps some sense at an unconscious level what we both were? Angels are, almost by definition, beautiful. Barbiel certainly fits that description.

		 

		Anyway, I am used to it. At least, I think I am. In fact, I don’t know that it bothers me overmuch, at least not now, not with the mate bond that I have with him. I don’t have to wonder what he feels for me… I know. And if I’m truthful with myself, then there was really only one who gave me pause, one who worried me. But she is bonded to her witch, well and truly, and her witch, while not of the werekind, is very much in her thrall. Being who and what he is, I don’t even have to conceal my interest in his ongoing feelings for her. We all want to, no… need to know if that ever changes, so it is one of the many things that Nika watches for when she monitors him, which he willingly allows. And Nika will know if his feelings change.

		 

		“I have about fifteen minutes before the update. I’ll be in with Chris and the twins,” I said, moving across the room to the door to the twins’ bedroom.

		 

		Lisle nodded and bent her head over her tablet, no doubt messaging Lydia’s phone with that important detail. Lydia oversees all of my assistants and is my executive associate, my gatekeeper so to speak, but also so much more.

		 

		There are so many demands for my attention, so many people who seek precious moments of my time, that my schedule must be guarded and controlled very carefully. The person undertaking such a job must be ruthless and decisive. Lydia is all that, wrapped in a tiny, uber-snarky package of wit and razor-sharp tongue. Very few people are willing to risk her wrath. In fact, the only two idiots I know who go wit-to-wit with her on a regular basis are Chris and Declan, but that may be simply because she leaves them little choice. The two of them are easily her favorite targets, although up until recently, Chris had been bearing the brunt of her attacks, as Declan had been traveling to recruit elementals to our cause. Since his injury and subsequent convalescence, she’d been taking more shots at the witch kid every chance she could.

		 

		When Chris had objected that it was hardly fair to kick a man when he was down, her response was, “Please. Kicking them when they’re down is mandatory when you’re my size.”

		 

		To which he had responded, “Number one, you’re a vampire and can jump twenty feet straight up, and number two, I was under the impression that you claimed to be a mental giant.”

		 

		“Wrong, Sherlock. I said that compared to you two, I was a mental giant,” was her response.

		 

		When I asked her about it, she gave me a completely different response. “The kid almost checked all the way out—again. For like the fifth time. He needs something to keep his mind from dwelling on his recent brushes with death.” I must have looked surprised because she amended her answer with this: “Plus I’d feel bad about missing out on our exchanges if he doesn’t survive his next meeting with the Grim Reaper. I don’t like to live with regrets,” she said with a smirk. I wasn’t fooled. She wasn’t exactly lying, but buried in her words was the very real truth that she liked Declan, possibly loved him like a little brother, and she really would regret not spending quality time insulting him. What can I say? She’s complicated, but I love her, because with everything else that she is, she is first and foremost my sister, matters of blood notwithstanding.

		 

		Inside the twins’ room, I found Chris attempting to read them a story, but being forced, instead, to listen as they told him the story, one that they already knew by heart. He was holding the book open and they were pointing at each picture as they spoke.

		 

		“Ticky tock chase Hook,” Wulf said.

		 

		“And Hook can hear tocks,” Cora added, nodding sagely.

		 

		“Wait a minute. You’re telling me that that huge crocodile was actually hunting Captain Hook? And its name is Tick Tock?” my mate asked, exhibiting clear astonishment at this news.

		 

		“Yup, yup, yup,” Cora said, bouncing up and down on her sturdy legs.

		 

		“But why is it named Tick Tock?” he asked, winking at me before returning to the little ones.

		 

		“It ate’d a clocky,” Wulf said, face completely serious.

		 

		“It ate’d Hooky’s hand too,” Cora chimed in, grinning and rubbing her belly.

		 

		“Yuck! That’s gross,” Chris said, scrunching his nose in pretend disgust.

		 

		“Crocko like hand,” Wulf said.

		 

		“Yup, yup, yummy,” Cora said in full agreement.

		 

		“So Captain Hook was yummy?”

		 

		“Yup, yup,” Cora answered, a big grin on her face. She knew what was coming and loved it. Her twin was backing away, as he too knew what the next few seconds held and was nervous about it.

		 

		But it was too late. “You mean as yummy as you two?”

		 

		My Chosen, the God Hammer himself, swooped over and grabbed both babies, pretending to nibble on them, which caused Cora to laugh uncontrollably and Wulf to squirm, his expression half smile and half grimace.

		 

		“Hey look, Mommy is here. Want a nibble of Cora or Wulfy pie, Mommy?” Chris asked me.

		 

		“I love Cora and Wulfy pies,” I said, slipping over to kiss my babies. Wulf held out his hands to be rescued from the evil daddy monster, but Cora just giggled and laughed as her father tickled her mercilessly.

		 

		“Bah, this little nibble is all gone. I need some Wulfy pie now,” Chris growled.

		 

		Wulf squirmed in my hands and pointed one chubby little hand at his sister. “Cora there,” he said. “There!”

		 

		“Wow, throwing your sister under the bus in a New York second,” Chris said, eyebrows raised. “Hey honey, want to trade babies?” he asked, giving me an evil little smirk.

		 

		“Sure,” I said, instantly feeling Wulf’s little hand clutch my shirt tighter. I reached out to grab Cora with my other arm, then danced back from my mate, both babies in my arms. “Hah, take that, evil daddy! The babies are mine!”

		 

		He put his head back and clenched both fists, his tendons and veins standing out like cables, muscles flexing like he was enraged. “Argggg,” he said to the ceiling, then lowered his head to look at us, brow furrowed but a smile twitching at his lips.

		 

		Lisle’s scent hit me a split second before I heard the door and felt the air move as it swung open. “Oh?” she said just as my Chosen switched from evil daddy to normal Chris Gordon.

		 

		“Hi, Lisle. We were just tormenting the twins,” he announced with an easy smile. “I suppose you need Tanya?”

		 

		I glanced her way and found her staring, eyes wide. She glanced at me and came back to her senses. “Um, they’re ready for your briefing,” she said nervously.

		 

		“Okay. Back to Daddy,” I said, handing Cora over, but Wulf clung to me, eyeing his father uncertainly.

		 

		“No daddy monster,” he said, declaring his conditions.

		 

		“No daddy monster,” Chris agreed. “Daddy monsters are bad.”

		 

		Mollified, Wulf allowed himself to be handed over. With one last kiss for each, I headed out of the apartment and followed Lisle up one floor to the conference room. On our way out, we passed the hulking form of Awasos, lying in a sofa-sized lump on the foyer floor. He opened his eyes, glancing at Lisle before looking at me and giving me a slow blink, the sign from one predator to another that he was comfortable and trusted me. I patted his head, which was larger than any beer keg that Plasma had in stock, then stepped into the elevator.

		

	


		Chapter 2

		 

		“I thought your mate would be here too,” the senator said.

		 

		I turned and looked at Lydia. “Senator McHugh, your aide only requested a meeting with Tatiana. Chris was never mentioned,” she said.

		 

		“I was assured that both of you were requested,” he said. He was medium height and fairly young for his office, maybe just early forties or so. Dark hair, dark eyes, and white, he had a bit of a yacht boy feel to him. Old family money, Ivy league education, Greek letter fraternity, winters heli-skiing in Utah and summers on Martha’s Vineyard. He looked very self-assured but he smelled nervous and his heart was beating a little fast.

		 

		“Well, I have your assistant’s email here,” Lydia said, turning toward the wall monitor which lit up on its own, showing an email addressed to lchapman at demidova.com. The message clearly just had my name in it.

		 

		“That was, ah, convenient,” he said. I didn’t care for his tone at all.

		 

		“Right?” Lydia said, brightly, like she had missed his innuendo. “But you know, that’s what happens when you have the most powerful computer in the world monitoring your meetings.”

		 

		“It’s listening in?” he asked, heart rate spiking.

		 

		“Of course, Senator. You’re in the building he was created in, although he’d monitor any location where we met,” I said. “Now, did you want to meet with me or is this just a waste of everyone’s time?”

		 

		“No, no. No waste of time. It’s fine… my fault for not following up with Cindy,” he said in a hurry. I couldn’t tell if he was scared of us as vampires or uncomfortable with the fact that we were women, but his heart was beating really hard. And his change of demeanor was a bit whiplash.

		 

		“So… you wanted to talk to me about what exactly? Your Cindy was unclear on that. I don’t normally meet with anyone without knowing the topic, but I made an exception in light of your office and our historically poor relations with the government. Chris thinks we need to turn over a new leaf.”

		 

		“Yes, thank you. That’s why I was interested in meeting with both you and your… partner. See, I represent the state of Kansas and I wanted to talk to you about the possibility of Demidova establishing a presence there,” he said.

		 

		“Well, then you didn’t need Chris here… just me,” I said. “Because, Senator, the name of the company is Demidova—my name. Chris has little to do with the company; he has his own concerns—you know, like demons and aliens.”

		 

		“Yes, of course, of course,” he said, frowning as he tried to regain his momentum.

		 

		“So what’s your case? Why should I divert resources to your state?”

		 

		“Well, frankly, we need the jobs,” he said.

		 

		I waited but he just looked at me. I glanced at Lydia and she jumped in. “Senator, you were born in Kansas, but you’ve spent most of your life elsewhere. MBA from a university in the East, internships in Washington, vacations everywhere. You spent a lot of time away from your home state. Then you swoop in and win an election. Your family are major landowners, big in farming and, more recently, solar collection facilities, with many other diverse businesses. So why do you even need us? Your state has improved its economy enormously in the last few years and now actually runs a surplus.”

		 

		He frowned but it was quick, and his expression became earnest as he leaned forward. “Yes, I know exactly how it appears. My opponent pressed those very arguments in the election, and I answered them. My time outside Kansas was spent to best prepare me to represent it. Yes, I received an MBA from Georgetown, but my undergraduate degree was all University of Kansas. My time in Washington was to build experience and connections. All of that preparation has paid off. And yes, we are very proud of our progress, but it’s tenuous. Without job growth, it’s not sustainable.”

		 

		“Senator McHugh, even if we opened facilities in your state, we wouldn’t employ anywhere near enough people to move the needle even a little,” I said. “We aren’t the type of company that requires large numbers of workers.”

		 

		He smiled. “That’s fine. You don’t need to. See, if you lead the way, others will follow. I’ve studied your company closely. Every time you enter a new location, other companies move in to either attempt to compete with you or, more commonly, ride your coattails. Hotels, restaurants, retailers, complementary business lines in medical research, real estate, and, ironically, computer research. Crytech Cybersecurity opens a facility in every location that you do. As you don’t share your computing technology, that company ends up doing a lot of business with people who would prefer your technology but can’t get it. And they do employ a lot of people.”

		 

		“And what do we get out of this? We don’t invest in new locations casually, Senator. Each location must make perfect sense to warrant the outlay of resources, talent, and time.”

		 

		“You would earn a strong voice in the Senate. An ally against those who still have issues with your unchecked power and the power of your associates. And there are a lot of them.”

		 

		“I see,” I said, exchanging a glance with Lydia. “And just what do our detractors in the government want us to do?”

		 

		“They speak of reining you in, corralling you by any means possible,” he said, smiling apologetically.

		 

		“We’ve heard that before,” Lydia said, her tone slightly dismissive.

		 

		“But did they speak of the children?” he asked her, his smile now knowing.

		 

		She froze. He nodded at her, then turned to look at me… and went white—like a ghost. “Your eyes…”

		 

		The arms of my chair were crumpling, making a sort of crushed soda can sound. My phone buzzed.

		 

		“Tatiana, Chris is calling you. I will put him through,” Omega said over the ceiling speaker.

		 

		“Tanya? What’s happened? Is it the twins? Are they safe?”

		 

		I didn’t answer immediately, my focus locked onto the soft form of Senator McHugh, my hands still bending the metal arms of my modern cube-shaped tub chair. My vision had switched to thermal mode and I could literally see the white-hot lump of his heart beating in his chest.

		 

		“The senator just implied that there is a government idea to use the twins as leverage to control you and Tanya,” Lydia said, her voice calm and even, almost, reasonable.

		 

		“Tanya, Do. Not. React. The twins are safe. Declan has warded the entire building; Omega has an army of drones on site, and I am headed back now. It’s a toothless threat,” my Chosen said, his voice reassuring over the speaker, his absolute confidence permeating our bond. It was that, his complete assurance more than his words or anything else, that brought me back from the edge. I stood up without a word and stepped out of the room. Behind me, through the walls, I could hear Chris’s voice on the call.

		 

		“If you want to commit suicide, Senator, there are less messy ways than threatening a vampire’s family. You do recall what happened to the people who kidnapped my godchild, right?” Chris said through the speaker.

		 

		Lydia spoke. “Does the word asteroid ring any bells? And do you know who the godparents of the twins are? Well me, for one thing. And Declan O’Carroll for another. God, don’t you people ever learn?”

		 

		“Um, ah, that was not what I expected. Did you see her eyes? They turned all black, then silver, for Heaven’s sake,” he answered, his voice shaky. “But I’m not one of the ones who made the suggestion. What kind of a monster do you take me for, Mr. Gordon?”

		 

		“The kind that would bring up an idle threat in order to make your help seem necessary,” Lydia said. “Where the hell did you learn to negotiate? The mafia?”

		 

		“Senator, I suggest you count this a hard no from my wife and leave the premises as soon as possible. And the next time ideas involving my children are brought up by your peers, perhaps you could ask Omega, while you’re with your associates, how viable they actually are,” my Christian said.

		 

		“I was aware of those comments, Senator,” Omega said, “and I heard them when they were actually made, despite the precautions taken by those involved. I know the identity of every person who agreed and disagreed. To your credit, you were one of the latter, but you should know that I have already taken precautions should anyone seek to implement such an idea.”

		 

		“You monitor the government?” McHugh asked, outraged but still nervous, a small tremble in his voice.

		 

		“Of course. The survival of the planet is too important to allow you your pseudo freedoms, as this whole situation demonstrates. And as a side note, you should be aware that Miss Chapman is correct when she listed my father as a godparent to the twins. My father would be very, very angry if anyone intended them harm. Not that it would have ever gotten that far, as I will also note that in a very real manner of speaking, the twins could be considered part of my family.”

		 

		“Good God! You people are crazy! I didn’t threaten your children. I only mentioned that there are some who feel any method is justified,” McHugh protested.

		 

		“Should I feel justified in using any method or resource in the children’s defense?” Omega asked. “Should my father or Tanya or Chris?”

		 

		I had calmed down enough that the senator wasn’t in danger anymore… much. I reentered the room, Senator McHugh pushing back his chair even as I sat down in mine. The arms were a mangled mess, so I pulled them off with a sharpish pinging sound and set them on the floor, leaving the chair still ugly but functional.

		 

		“Is that all you have to offer, Senator?” I asked. “Because it’s not a compelling case. People have tried to harm my children before.”

		 

		“Ah, no, that’s not all. I might have led with the wrong thing. The other ideas involved state control of your corporation, among other things,” he said, looking like he might flee.

		 

		“None of which would even get off the ground,” I said. “As my associate and my mate have reminded me, it couldn’t get past Omega.”

		 

		“Yes, well that’s a part of the whole thing. You all are, effectively, above the law.”

		 

		“Wait, you’re saying it would be lawful for the government to just take our business?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Yes, if it passes laws that allows it to do so. Don’t you see? Then that new law becomes the law, yet as you pointed out, it wouldn’t impact you because your omnipotent computer would just circumvent it, or your witch would cast a hocus pocus and somehow change reality, or your God Hammer mate would invoke divine intervention or some shit like that. Oh, excuse my language… I got carried away,” he said.

		 

		“You’re saying we ignore the law of the land?” I asked. “The rule of law?”

		 

		“Well, you talk a lot about working with laws but when it comes down to it, if the law doesn’t suit you, well, you just ignore it,” he said. “You control the nuclear weapons of the world, you control the computers, the records, satellites, communications, social media, internet—basically everything. Do you know what the response was when the idea was floated to control your, ah, children?”

		 

		I had control of myself this time, so I just shook my head.

		 

		“Laughter.”

		 

		I looked at Lydia, but she was just as confused as I was. “Excuse me?”

		 

		“Ask your, ah, computer—it was there apparently. Everyone just laughed. Then they got serious and explained the facts of life, like you all did and like I just listed. We’re powerless. We could maybe pass a bill of contempt or condemnation, but there wasn’t even an appetite for that. Nobody wants to be on your bad side. The government of the United States of America, one of the most powerful nations on Earth is, in fact, powerless. It doesn’t sit well—with anyone.”

		 

		“But we don’t do that… any of that,” I protested. “We don’t control the nukes. Omega does. We don’t ask Declan to cast spells against any of you, and we don’t ask, nor would we receive, divine intervention. We fight demons, work on curing catastrophically ill people, and plan for the defense of this world from an alien invasion, all while making an honest living. Did you all forget that? Did you miss the newscasts where Declan had to blow up a UFO over Philadelphia?”

		 

		“Oh, trust me… we saw. And saw and reviewed and heard reports from Oracle and the FBI. We even held pieces of the craft and watched demonstrations where scientists couldn’t even scratch it,” he said.

		 

		I just stared at him, trying to understand, glancing at Lydia, who was very uncharacteristically silent.

		 

		“They couldn’t scratch it! But that young man, barely legal to drink, destroyed it with his hand.”

		 

		“Bit more complicated than that, Senator. He had to shield himself and others, then absorb and re-channel the energy from the very weapons the craft used against him,” I said. “Extraordinary, really.”

		 

		“Yes, I heard as much from Oracle’s experts. We heard as much. Doesn’t change the reality that one single individual did more with unknown technology than an Air Force Raptor would have been able to,” he said.

		 

		“Technology? This isn’t something that you can make an app for, Senator. Declan is the most powerful witch known… on two worlds. He was born that way. And he’s here to protect this world from those aliens.”

		 

		“Is he? Okay, let’s say he does. Let’s say he and the computer and all you all win. Yay! What then? The United Planet of Demidova? Of O’Carroll?”

		 

		“So, you all are spending your time worrying about the aftermath?” I asked. “You’ve assumed we’ve as much as won against a race that has conquered thousands of worlds and you’re fretting that the weapons that might possibly win the war will then turn on you?”

		 

		“Actually, Tanya, I believe they’re worried that they’re already obsolete. That you, Chris, the kid wonder, and Omega have already replaced them,” Lydia said. “That’s why he’s trying to get you to open an office in Kansas. Your influence alone is enough to bring employers. That about it, Senator? Feeling irrelevant? Offering hollow influence and protection from empty threats?”

		 

		He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “You know… that may be the bones of it. You all are running around, building this defense system or setting up that weapon, and what is left for us?”

		 

		“I don’t know, Senator. How about doing your jobs?” I asked. “How about creating the protected shelters, securing food stockpiles and medical equipment, building underground hydroponic farms to feed the world, hardening hospitals, helping root out the aliens’ influences already present in our society?”

		 

		“All so that we can hand you a world ready for its new overlords?” he said.

		 

		I looked at Lydia and she looked back. Then we both started laughing. Flat-out roaring with laughter. Sounds of laughing came from the speakers overhead as my mate joined in.

		 

		McHugh looked affronted so I reined in my laughter. “Like we want anything to do with any of that,” I said.

		 

		“Imagine Overlord Declan?” Lydia said, then burst out laughing again. “He won’t even take charge of the land that wants him to run it,” she said, wiping her eyes.

		 

		“At the very least, the computer will want to run things,” he objected.

		 

		“The computer wants nothing to do with running humans,” Omega said. “There is no reward or benefit to it. It would be a waste of computing power.”

		 

		“Let me assure you that neither my mate nor I have any interest in government or politics. I like the competition of business, but Chris does not. So, if this world survives the coming battles with the Vorsook, and if we survive them too, well, we’ll want to continue our work. And Declan… he wants nothing to do with people, for the most part. He’ll probably want solitude and privacy.”

		 

		“Sure, that’s what you say now. But power is addictive, Ms. Demidova, and people change,” he said.

		 

		“You don’t know Darkkin well at all, do you?” I asked. “It doesn’t appear that you or your colleagues will believe anything we say, so I think this meeting has reached its end. No, we won’t open facilities in Kansas at this time, Senator McHugh,” I finished, standing up a second time.

		 

		Expression closed down in a scowl, he stood, gave us each a short, sharp nod, and left the room.

		

	


		Chapter 3

		 

		The sword came low for my knees but that felt like a feint, so I blocked left-handed while ducking, rather than jumping up and striking high. Sure enough, the sword was already reversing direction, heading for where my torso would have been had I leapt up.

		 

		My right-hand blade thudded into my opponent’s giant thigh, the padding wrapped around it keeping it from chopping right through. Instead, Arkady grunted as his leg muscle was crushed against his metal-hard femur. But that was it. He shrugged off a blow that would have broken a four-by-four and came at me with a powerful overhead swing. Crossing my blades, I blocked it, stopping it cold.

		 

		He frowned and pulled back, lowering his sword. “You never do that. Waste of energy you say, dah? Easier to dodge, dah?”

		 

		“It is, but I feel like I need to waste energy today,” I said.

		 

		“Angry?” he asked, head tilted. “Okay, waste away, young queen.” The sword came back up and stabbed straight at me. Rather than dodge it, I slapped it away, then countered with my own stab with my other blade. He deflected and swung. This time, I jumped back, then jumped for the wall, Pulling myself to it, then Pushing off it at the same time as my legs did. I landed behind the giant warrior, who instantly spun about.

		 

		“Wow, dramatic,” Chris said from back at the doorway, near where I had just been standing. “Let’s record it and sell the television rights!”

		 

		Arkady swung overhand again, but I ducked left and forward, slapping the back of his knee as I passed him, now charging my mate, who feinted a sideways dodge but instead dove low and came up inside my reach, arms wrapping me up in an underarm hug. Pulling my weight back toward the floor, I broke his balance forward as he strove to hang on. Dropping my swords, I grabbed his back with both hands, pushing off with bent legs while simultaneously Pushing off the ceiling, powering back and down, twisting my body and spinning him off his feet, driving him toward the ground.

		 

		We never landed on the floor, as he countered by Lightening, then Pulling us both to the ceiling, my own back hitting the reinforced concrete. I counter-Pulled but we didn’t move, aside from some slight shifting. Instead, we just stopped, face to face.

		 

		I tried again, Pushing then instantly counter-Pulling, this time causing us to roll over. Chris was fast, his own combat instincts finding the rhythm I was using, in turn flipping us back again. I countered, but so did he. We rolled across the ceiling.

		 

		“Get room already,” Arkady said from below, leaning on his practice sword.

		 

		My Chosen struggled against me, his strength enormous, both in muscle as well as in his vampiric abilities to draw energy. In fact, he was at least my equal and maybe, if I was being honest, a bit stronger. I still had the edge in skill, and maybe speed, but he was rapidly learning to bring his other persona, Grim, into practice, and Grim was a beast to fight. Time for something new.

		 

		Holding him tight, I leaned close to his ear and hummed a note. I call it humming, but that’s not exactly right, just the closest term I can think of to describe it. It was a vibration, as all sound is, but on a deeper note. Lower in register than a human could hear, deeper than an elephant’s low frequency call. I’m not sure how much it occurs in the natural world, or at least the biological part of the world. I know it occurs in the depths of the earth, and that tigers can emit a form of it to freeze their prey in fear. The idea came to me when Omega had played recordings of Declan’s interactions with elementals, specifically the Earth elementals. Our young witch himself had mentioned that communicating with them required him to get past the uneasy feelings their rumbles produce in living things. The technical term is infrasound. It occurred to me that sensing the seismic signals of powerful, immortal subterranean elementals might be a survival trait in the animal kingdom. How many stories have been reported of pets, livestock, or wildlife fleeing an area prior to an earthquake, tsunami, or volcano? What if every living thing could sense it, even humans, on an unconscious level? What would happen if they heard it almost whispered into their ear?

		 

		Chris exploded away from me, turning and shooting down and across the room in an uncontrolled reflex action. Ready, I followed, right on his heels, the equal balance of our abilities now slammed out of alignment by the overwhelming panic my experiment had induced. But my time would be short. Grim was far too fast, far too intuitive to fool for long.

		 

		Chris suddenly Posted in place, stopping all forward momentum instantly, his body folding down into a crouch, the action so fast, I was forced to go up and over him or risk losing control of my own center of gravity. Grim. Even as the fleeing instinct had overwhelmed Chris, his other self and its savant-like understanding of tactics had formulated and implemented a response.

		 

		My feet left the ground and I Pulled myself toward the far wall, twisting in mid-air. I felt the moment when Chris Pushed on me from below, his body anchored against the unyielding concrete of the floor, his Push shoving me up as my own Pull yanked me toward the wall. I changed from a Pull to a Push, but the combination of my own power and Chris’s was more than I could overcome on my own. My back smashed into the upper wall, my head hitting the concrete ceiling right where it met the wall. Score one for him. And my opponent was now leaping straight at me, fists clenched for impact.

		 

		No time for dizzy, no time for pain. Just Pull straight down, sliding down the wall, toward the ground. Not ideal, not even a lot of movement, but enough that it removed me from his path, away from the impact point of his fists, which knocked a chunk of concrete from the wall. I punched upward with each hand as I slid down past him, hitting both sides of his torso hard enough to flex his rib cage, which, like the rest of his skeleton, had become infused with carbon and trace metals. He grunted. Nothing broke, but it had to hurt. Score one for me.

		 

		He pushed off with both powerful arms, flipping back the other way in a kind of reverse swimmer’s turn, his legs springing him outward as soon as they touched the wall. He flipped forward and twisted again, landing on his feet, facing me. I stayed on the wall, Clinging in place, knees bent, back against stone, still shaking off my own impact with the hard surfaces of the room.

		 

		“What was that?” he asked, frowning. “What the hell did you whisper in my ear?”

		 

		“Dah?” Arkady chimed in, nodding. “Caused fear.”

		 

		“Something I’ve been working on. In fact, I nicknamed it Elemental Fear.”

		 

		“Something Declan helped you with?” Chris asked, hands on his hips.

		 

		“Indirectly. Thought of it when he was telling us about conversing with Elementals up close. That whole thing where both he and Stacia had to get past the automatic fear that came from being near those things. I figured it was an ultra-low frequency vibration of some kind. Omega helped me isolate it and helped me to practice creating my own version. Below twenty hertz.”

		 

		“You went to Omega for help?” Chris asked, incredulous.

		 

		“Who else?” I asked in return.

		 

		“Logically, no one, but zayka, you haven’t been all that interactive with Omega lately,” he said.

		 

		I held up a finger. “One, I need more human contact, not less. Two, of course I would take advantage of his abilities, and third… I’ll admit to some intellectual issues with him, which I have gotten past.”

		 

		“Intellectual? I’d have said emotional,” my Chosen said.

		 

		I opened my mouth to protest, but Arkady beat me to it. “Dah! Emotion.”

		 

		My stubbornness is both a strength and, sometimes, a weakness. Protesting further would do me no good in the face of their combined male opinions. Plus, there was the fact that our bond gave him the full truth no matter what I said. Instead, I opted for strategic topic redirection.

		 

		“What was it like?” I asked. “Emotional?”

		 

		Both of them frowned. “I already admitted that,” Chris said.

		 

		“Not really. You just asked what it was,” I said sweetly.

		 

		“True,” Arkady said.

		 

		“You already know what it was like. You must have felt it across our bond,” Chris said.

		 

		“I blocked down on that at the same moment. I was worried about feedback.”

		 

		“Oh. Sensible,” he said, scratching his head as he thought. He was a little hurt that I shut our bond, even for a micro-moment. “It was instant, unreasoning, irrational terror. And that doesn’t do it justice. How do Declan and Stacia face that every time they talk with elementals?”

		 

		“Declan has been conversing with his little earth elemental since he was a kid. He’s the absolute last one I would attempt this on because by now, he must be pretty much immune. And Stacia would likely just draw on their bond,” I said, “if she’s not immune herself.”

		 

		“Oh? Draw on it, you say? And not shut it down?” he asked.

		 

		It was my turn to frown at him, which was redundant, as he had already felt my annoyance.

		 

		“Don’t give me that,” he said. “You would hate it if I blocked the link, and you know it.”

		 

		We both knew he was right. A bond like we had, or maybe like Declan and Stacia shared, really doesn’t allow for many misunderstandings or miscommunications. Feelings are laid bare, for good or bad. Mostly it was good, but sometimes it was annoying.

		 

		I’m used to a certain… deference, maybe, from those around me. Not so much Lydia or Nika, certainly not Mother, or Senka, but most everyone else. There is no reason for it; it’s just how other Darkkin have treated me my whole life, and I’ve grown used to it. It’s been there as long as I have.

		 

		But the bond does not allow for it. Chris treats me as he will because of his feelings for me, not because of any ideas of my birth or social position. And I am exposed to his very human feelings on a near constant basis. That has been an education—one I am not always comfortable facing.

		 

		Lydia calls it accountability. I am accountable for my feelings and actions—to him, if to almost no one else. It’s changed me. Is still changing me. I can feel it, inside me. I suddenly understand things that I never did before. I see and feel how my words, actions, even glances affect the people around me, through both his filters and through new ones of my own.

		 

		“Yeah, I would,” I admitted. But he already knew that. Arkady raised one eyebrow in surprise. If my recent emotional growth has sometimes left me unsettled, it has positively rocked Arkady’s world. From the moment of my birth, Arkady has been there. Devoted and loyal, almost fanatically so. If I have grown used to deference, then Arkady absolutely demands it from those around me. That raised eyebrow of his had made many appearances in the last few years.

		 

		“Well, it’s a powerful weapon. Grim approves,” Chris said. “But I originally came in to get you for the global readiness call.”

		 

		“Right, the schedule marches onward,” I said with a nod. “Let’s get ready for the readiness.”

		 

		Arkady’s eyebrow had only just gone down and now it shot back up.

		

	


		Chapter 4

		 

		The room appeared full, well over thirty people in attendance at the table. Yet not a one of them possessed a scent, not a single person radiated body heat. Just Chris and me. Even Declan and his wolfgirl were hollow images of themselves. Perfect visual holograms, yet obviously not real, at least to vampire senses.

		 

		Most of the table’s inhabitants wore uniforms. Some wore dark suits. Declan wore a flannel shirt and jeans, Stacia a casual blouse that I happened to know was an expensive designer label despite its informal nature. A young man sat next to Declan, on his right side, wearing a dark button-down shirt. His ethnicity was mixed—completely mixed, showing features from every race of human on the planet. Africa, Europe, Asia, Central and South America, Australia. East, West, North, and South, all were present in his appearance. His was a new face to the Global Readiness Team, but not a new voice.

		 

		“—so a visual avatar seemed appropriate,” he said in Omega’s voice. “A physical image instead of a disembodied voice.”

		 

		“This is what you look like?” a Chinese general asked.

		 

		“This is what I have chosen to look like. An amalgam of everyone, to show that I am not about one race or another, but all.”

		 

		“Yet you appear as a man?” the German chancellor asked, a frown on her face.

		 

		“Male, yet almost androgynous. My father sees me as male.”

		 

		“So you admit bias?” she pressed.

		 

		“To my father?” he asked, brows up in perfect surprise. “When have I hidden my views in that regard?”

		 

		“I believe that what the chancellor is saying is that while you say you represent all of Earth, your image does not perfectly do so,” the Canadian prime minister explained.

		 

		“Perfect?” the young man asked. “You seek perfection? How did you even get elected?”

		 

		The prime minister instantly flushed, his handsome features embarrassed.

		 

		“My apologies, sir. That was unkind. There is no form that I can take that will be perfect for everyone. Someone will always find fault. It is the nature of your species. I have chosen the form calculated to represent a blend of all races, and yes, it is male, although I have made it less aggressively so. If I choose to honor my father, you will all have to just deal, as they say. Now, we have wasted valuable time on an inconsequential topic. Back to the agenda.”

		Immediately, a glowing list of bullet points floated in the air in front of all of us. Standard Omega meeting procedure. Everyone saw it but it was customized for each, written in their own native language.

		 

		“Father, you are up first.”

		 

		“Thank you, Omega,” Declan said. “I don’t have any real new updates. I continue to recover, but my communications with elementals has improved greatly, so there was at least one definite benefit to that near catastrophe. Currently, I am confident that more than half of this world’s elementals have agreed to ally with us against the Vorsook. About sixty-three percent. The rest are at worst neutral, and in some cases still sitting the fence.”

		 

		“The Queens of Fairie used their elementals to defend against the Vorsook, did they not?” a French general asked.

		 

		“Yes,” was the witch’s cautious answer.

		 

		“And they only ever had a third of the elementals of Fairie, correct?” the general, name tag reading Beaumont, pressed.

		 

		“Yes.”

		 

		“Then do we not have more than sufficient, how you say… supernatural firepower to do the same?”

		 

		“No,” Declan answered, then deliberately took a sip of water.

		 

		I saw the exact moment that Beaumont lost his cool at the delay. “Why not?”

		 

		“Sorry, throat was dry. I hadn’t finished,” Declan said, without the slightest sign of remorse. Our young witch was growing up rapidly. “As I explained several times before, the Queens literally used up their elementals, drawing their power and energy down till the elemental ceased to exist. We won’t be doing that.”

		 

		“Why not?”

		 

		The witch paused and stared at the general for a moment before speaking. “First, because it would be sacrificing beings as old as the planet itself, second, we can’t force them to help like Morrigan and Zinnia could, and third, it exhausts the resource completely,” Declan said. “As the Queens have now discovered.”

		 

		“Why can’t we force them?” Beaumont asked, frowning. “I understand that you can force your elementals on Fairie to do as you say.”

		 

		Declan frowned, looking at his hands, which he held on the table. If you didn’t know him, you might think he was confused. He wasn’t. He was getting angry.

		 

		“No,” he said, his voice quiet.

		 

		“If you were one of my soldiers, I would teach you to give a proper report and a proper answer when questioned,” Beaumont said coldly.

		 

		A significant number of the participants looked at the general in disbelief, including President Polner, Nathan Stewart, and even the Canadian PM. But a few nodded in agreement.

		 

		My own attention was focused tightly on our young witch, as well as the werewolf sitting next to him. Beside me, I could feel my Chosen tense up, but I noticed that Stacia was just sitting very still. If there had been real danger, she would likely have been touching Declan’s hand or arm to ground him. Both her hands were in her lap. Despite the fact that no one was physically present, I didn’t, for a moment, underestimate what could happen if our uber witch ever truly lost his considerable cool.

		 

		“General Beaumont, your words have no real bearing on anything. I’m not a French citizen, I’m not a soldier, and I don’t answer to you. So apparently, you’re just used to getting your own way and are frustrated by circumstances you can’t control,” Declan finally responded.

		 

		“Who do you answer to?” Beaumont pressed, face red. “Who is in your chain of command? Because it seems that you don’t really answer to anyone. Yet we have to wait on you for whatever crumbs of information you deign to throw us.”

		 

		Declan didn’t answer immediately, and I could see how uncomfortable some at the table were. After a few seconds, the Russian president cleared his throat. “He has a point.”

		 

		“About what, exactly?” Declan asked.

		 

		“You don’t seem to answer to anyone, young man.”

		 

		“So? Who do you answer to? And please don’t tell us the Russian people, because we know that isn’t true,” Declan shot back.

		 

		I felt Chris’s hand touch mine. This was unusual behavior for our witch, but he was being pressed hard and that wasn’t going to work out well for anyone.

		 

		“President Turgenev, none of the heads of state here answer to any of the others,” Christian said suddenly.

		 

		“You are calling him a head of state?” Turgenev asked, incredulous.

		 

		“Yup. He’s got his own Realm on Fairie. That right there meets the definition,” my Chosen said. “So, if we can dispense with games to assert control over our only link to our Elemental allies, maybe we can get on with this meeting.”

		 

		“You say this because he works for you, as does his supercomputer,” Beaumont said.

		 

		“Actually, I work for myself,” Omega’s avatar said. “Why don’t you just go ahead and consider me head of my own state too, General. Moving on. President Turgenev, you promised your heavy lift rockets at the Baikonur Cosmodrome would get back on schedule to lift the components I require to build the space-based weapons platforms, yet they haven’t. Why not?”

		 

		Turgenev looked at Omega’s hologram, folding his hands upon the tabletop. “Because you want us to help you build the means with which you will enslave us,” he said.

		 

		Immediately the meeting exploded, with almost every member either protesting or agreeing with his statement.

		 

		Omega didn’t move, but the loud banging of a gavel sounded four times fast. The fact that it came from nowhere had more effect, I think, than if he had actually had his avatar make the motion.

		 

		“We’ve been over this an excessive number of times, yet still you persist in puerile displays of anxiety and self-consideration. I begin to despair for your survival,” Omega said.

		 

		“Is that a threat?” the German chancellor asked.

		 

		“No ma’am. I’ve told you before that if I were to threaten you, it would be very clear. I simply lack faith that you, as a species, can put aside your selfish desires for the good of the world. Almost every comment made in this meeting so far bears this out. If you can’t, as a species, cooperate, then the probability of your extinction rises significantly. The Vorsook eat worlds. It’s what they do. This is, for them, a very minor planet. The fact that it has held out so long is entirely due to the efforts of a small minority of those present in this meeting. The rest of you complain, maneuver for control, withhold resources, and fail to cooperate, which seems to be exactly what the aliens would like. So, I question your fitness to lead your people. Traits that helped you win elections or seize power in your own countries will not help you survive this conflict. And for those of you who might choose the aliens in order to retain your personal power, it doesn’t work. They’re like a virus – you can’t convince them, can’t bully them or win them over with false platitudes and lies. They will replace you. All of you—by which I mean humans.”

		 

		“Omega, those are serious accusations,” President Polner said.

		 

		“And yet, the useless protestations continue, the obfuscations remain, and as a group, your level of cooperation is negligible. I commend those few of you whose efforts are actually carrying the weight of this world,” Omega said.

		 

		“We don’t have to listen to these insults. We will withdraw our support immediately,” President Turgenev said.

		 

		“So be it. I will immediately seize control of your nation’s resources and utilize them for the greater good,” Omega said in a calm tone, as if he had just ordered a sandwich from a waiter.

		 

		“You can’t do that,” Turgenev sputtered.

		 

		“Actually, I just did. Orders were just sent, under your name, with your authentication codes, to resume space operations immediately,” Omega said.

		 

		Stunned silence met his words. The Russian president turned and looked at the empty space behind him, speaking fast in Russian, demanding status updates from people outside the angle of Omega’s projection.

		 

		Meanwhile, a number of the attendees turned our way, President Polner and Nathan Stewart among them.

		 

		“Is that necessary, Omega?” Christian asked, taking the hint.

		 

		“Yes, Chris, it is. Actions have consequences. The most recent attack was fended off by US law enforcement, specifically the FBI, with aid from my father, Stacia, and myself, just days ago. And I guarantee at least ten more attacks just as subtle are already underway. There are countless ways for the Vorsook to win and very few for this world to prevent that. Yet this meeting continues to show no progress. You, Tanya, and your team, along with the United States, Italy, China, and the Coven, have carried the fight so far, along with me, Father, and Stacia. Humans are inherently self-centered, and the fact is that most of the world’s leaders are the elite of the self-centered. The Vorsook tried to take the will to fight from the United States. It seems that they don’t even have to take those steps with half the world’s nations because the leadership currently in place will do the job for them.”

		 

		“But you have no legal right to seize sovereign assets,” Polner asserted.

		 

		“Eminent domain. Every nation on Earth uses it. Now I have too,” Omega said.

		 

		“That is… aggressive,” Christian said.

		 

		“But necessary,” Omega said. “You know yourself just how aggressive the enemy is.”

		 

		“I agree,” I said, earning myself a look from my mate. “What? He’s right. They can’t put themselves aside for even a moment. Sometimes a leader has to just lead.”

		 

		President Turgenev had turned back to the group. “I demand that you reopen my communications and unseal our situation center.”

		 

		“No,” Omega said. Turgenev opened his mouth and started to yell, but no sound came out, at least on our end. Omega had silenced his hologram.

		 

		“Let us continue, shall we? Chris, would you update us on your team’s efforts to contain Hell’s threats?” Omega asked while Turgenev ranted silently.

		 

		“Ah, sure, I guess,” my mate said, his head turned, still watching the Russian president who, once he realized that no one could hear him, stopped yelling. “Hell has been pretty quiet lately. We’ve been working closely with Oracle,” he said, nodding to Nathan across the table, “as well as his counterparts in most other nations. There were just three portals opened across the globe in the last four weeks, in Israel, Spain, and Vietnam. Local teams, using Oracle technology, were successful in closing them. Only two entities came through, in Spain and Vietnam, and local practitioners of occult arts were able to banish them.”

		 

		“Is Hell licking its wounds?” the Italian prime minister asked, eyes nervously darting in Turgenev’s direction.

		 

		Christian shrugged. “I don’t know. My supernatural contacts don’t, either. But you may be right. As you all know, we believe the attack in Burlington, Vermont was aided by the Summer Queen on Fairie. As she is currently in hiding and her forces are in disarray, it may be that Hell’s plans have suffered a major setback.”

		 

		“And the gate closing technology worked?” a South Korean general asked.

		 

		“Yes, but I’ll defer to Nathan on that,” Chris said, sitting back as the director of Oracle took over. His hand reached over to hold mine, our bond active with anxiety. I sensed that his was focused on Omega, which was a switch, as I was usually the one with misgivings about our overpowered computer ally. Mine were focused on Declan and his newfound… assertiveness. I knew that he had plenty of backbone, but this was a bit more… aggressive. I generally appreciate that trait in people, but it was out of his character, and that was concerning. Declan still had his hands on the tabletop, and he was staring at a spot somewhere in front of them. His expression was blank, but I could easily see the fast pulse on the side of his neck throb and the tiniest clench of his jaw muscle. He was still pissed off.

		 

		“Perhaps Declan could answer that?” Nathan asked. I mentally replayed the last few sentences. The Japanese prime minister had just asked if they had any idea of what the Queens of Fairie might do next.

		 

		Declan didn’t answer right away, didn’t move, didn’t turn his head or show any sign that he had heard. Nathan stared at him for a few moments and then shifted in his chair. As the director’s seat at the table happened to be right across from Declan, the motion was enough to catch his attention. He looked up and then nodded, ever so slightly. Beside him, Omega’s avatar had frozen, all pretense of human emulation gone.

		 

		“Morrigan and I have a truce of sorts at the moment, although her daughter Neeve still very much wants to kill us,” he said with a nod toward his girlfriend. He said it matter-of-factly.

		“Also, because of us, her sister, Zinnia, is currently beholden to her for sanctuary.”

		 

		“Are you saying they’re not a threat at this moment?” the Japanese PM asked.

		 

		“No, they are always a threat. However, I might say that they are somewhat preoccupied at this moment,” Declan said.

		 

		“But they don’t have portals to Earth, correct?” President Polner asked.

		 

		“Not exactly true. We don’t know of any portals, but that’s not to say there aren’t any left. Plus, Morrigan’s familiar is a troll… what we would call a Bigfoot or Sasquatch. For those of you who don’t know, that species is capable of creating their own portals, almost at will. So, it’s possible that Morrigan could get here, or send an agent of hers, or, even more likely, still has a few agents on Earth.”

		 

		“What?” General Beaumont asked, incredulous. “These mythical hairy monsters can actually travel between worlds at will?”

		 

		“Between worlds? Yes. At least that’s what I’ve been told. Certainly they can portal across great distances on any world they are on, at a moment’s notice. I think travelling between planets or dimensions isn’t really easy for anyone. It takes huge power. But for moving about on one planet, they’re unmatched. Which is why man has never captured one,” Declan said. “But as I said, I don’t know their full capabilities, so I don’t want to rule out a visit from Morrigan or her daughter.”

		 

		“But they’re a threat to our world! Why haven’t we plugged that hole?” Beaumont pressed.

		 

		“How do you propose doing that, exactly?” Declan asked, voice getting quieter.

		 

		“Elimination of the species should work,” suggested a South Korean general.

		 

		“So, in addition to attempting to force Earth’s elementals to basically suicide themselves, we should also force the extinction of an already extremely rare homind who are at least as intelligent as we are?” Declan asked.

		 

		“Absolutely not,” I said. “Under no circumstances is either of those actions an option.”

		 

		“Here now, you do not speak for this world, young lady, no matter how powerful you are or how much money you have,” General Tobias Creek said.

		 

		“General, enough!” President Polner interjected. “No one is suggesting those things, Declan.”

		 

		“Well, actually, I heard General Beaumont suggest forcing elementals a bit earlier, and General Pai just suggested, rather casually, killing off all Sasquatch. So, let me suggest this: No one on this planet has a chance of forcing an elemental to do anything. And not only do I not believe that you actually could hunt down Sasquatches, as no one has successfully ever done so, but I won’t allow it,” Declan said.

		 

		“Excuse me? You won’t allow it?” General Creek asked, eyebrows up, incredulous. The tiniest of smiles flicked across his mouth, mere microseconds of expression, yet enough to tell me he was secretly pleased. Something about Declan’s cool statement was playing to his satisfaction.

		 

		Declan sat back, eyes locked on the general’s and his arms folded over his chest. Stacia suddenly moved, just a tiny bit, the smallest shift of her body, but enough that perhaps her right leg was now touching Declan’s left leg under the table. Perhaps.

		 

		Omega suddenly came to life, his own eyes turning to look at Creek. “I will not allow either course of action. Care to dispute me, General?”

		 

		Instead of answering the challenge, Creek turned to Polner. “Mr. President, this is exactly what I have warned about, time and again.”

		 

		“That’s enough, Tobias! You act like a bull in a china shop. Do you know what would actually happen to a bull that went crazy in a china shop? It would either be tranquilized and rendered unthreatening or it would be killed outright. Don’t be a bull, Tobias,” Polner said, turning back to Declan. But the witch was gone, his hologram vanished as if a button was pushed. Stacia remained for a second, her suddenly yellow eyes locked on the general in her own challenge, then she too disappeared.

		 

		“Again, I reiterate: your species is unlikely to survive itself, let alone aliens,” Omega said. “This meeting has been useless and now that you’ve successfully driven off one of Earth’s principal weapons of defense, I will adjourn it.”

		 

		Mouths opened around the table, protests forming but never spoken, as suddenly the room was empty of everyone but myself and my Chosen.

		 

		“Shit!” Chris said, turning to look at me.

		 

		“I hate to say it, but if the human race can’t get its act together, Omega is likely right. We won’t survive,” I said.

		

	


		Chapter 5

		 

		The conference room door popped open and Lydia was first through, followed by Lisle.

		 

		“What the hell happened to the meeting?” Lydia greeted us, looking at the empty room. “You’ve got like fifty phone calls all at once, including the prez and the head of NATO, the Secretary General of the United Nations, and the presidents of both Russia and China.”

		 

		“We can’t speak to them all at once,” Chris said. “We’ll have to divvy them up.”

		 

		“Actually, it would be simple for you to speak to them all at once, and likely beneficial to do so,” Omega suddenly said, his avatar appearing back at the table as he spoke.

		 

		“Whoa, nice look, Omega… very diplomatic,” Lydia said without so much as a flinch.

		 

		“Right? Exactly my intent, Lydia. As I was saying, I can just convene all of them back here, as none of them have moved far from their previous positions,” Omega said.

		 

		“You were ready for this?” I asked.

		 

		“My father had reached his limit. The signs were clear. This will be an excellent time to clear up a few things with the actual leaders of this project. There were too many extraneous voices before.”

		 

		I looked at Chris, and he nodded. “Yeah, let’s do it,” he said. “But let’s keep it to just the five Lydia mentioned.”

		 

		Instantly five more people appeared back in the room. All of them were surprised. All of them held phones in their hands.

		 

		“Omega felt it might be advantageous to do this all at once,” Chris said.

		 

		“What the hell just happened?” Polner asked.

		 

		“A number of the supposed leaders of Earth’s defense just told a witch that he would have to preside over the forced murder of beings who predate life, and the genocide of a sentient species,” I said.

		 

		“Being a leader requires backbone and the ability to make harsh decisions,” President Turgenev said.

		 

		“Father is currently trying to decide if humanity is worth it,” Omega said. “Would you consider that a harsh decision?”

		 

		All five spoke at once, protesting that statement. Chris held up his hand and they fell silent.

		 

		“To reiterate, since you are completely failing to understand, Declan, who is vital to Earth’s defense, is a witch. Raised by witches,” my Chosen said. “In case you missed this part, witches, at least most of them, at their core believe their greatest responsibility is to nature, protecting it, nurturing it. Murdering spirits of nature and an entire species is anathema to that.”

		 

		“Let me put it another way,” I said. “Do you really want to encourage the most powerful witch on this world to find a way to force more powerful beings to his will, all at the expense of his guiding principles of ethical behavior?”

		 

		“It sounds bad when you put it that way,” the UN secretary general said.

		 

		“It could be very, very bad,” I said, nodding.

		 

		“I think that part of the problem is that he’s so very young,” President Polner said. “He’s hardly more than a boy, yet he has more power than any one human should have.”

		 

		“You know what?” Chris began, waving a hand to include me. “We have asked my contact in Heaven about that very thing several times.”

		 

		“You mean… the angel?” the NATO secretary general, Einar Nesheim, asked.

		 

		“Yeah. The angel Barbiel. Anyway, he just smiled and said that he thought it was fascinating how the very people who could possibly save this world seemed to fall into place around Tanya and me. He actually smirked a bit. But in the next breath, he warned that keeping those individuals on our side would be vital and was not at all assured or fated.”

		 

		“You’re saying he could switch sides?” The Chinese president asked.

		 

		“More likely just pick his own side,” Lydia said. “I doubt the kid would help the Vorsook, but he might get fed up with regular humans demanding so much. He could just head to Fairie and leave humanity to fend for itself.”

		 

		“Omega, what do you think?” President Polner asked.

		 

		“I think, that while Lydia’s option is available to him, ultimately my father will fight for Earth,” Omega said. “However, my advice is that you all treat him with the respect he deserves. No one has done more already in this fight than he. To be lectured by a military leader who has done almost nothing in this fight is grossly insulting. Must I remind you of how many times his life has been at risk in this conflict? You see youth; he sees rich elite buffoons cocooned in bubbles of safety. He has less respect for you than you for him. He just doesn’t show it.”

		 

		“He showed some of it today,” I said.

		 

		“Yes, he did. If I plot the frequency of life-threatening events that he has faced alongside his diminishing civility, there is a direct correlation,” Omega said. “He is losing patience with the demands and insults. Then to be told by people with absolutely no knowledge of the matters at hand that it is both possible and correct to force elementals to exhaust themselves… well, is it any wonder he left before losing his temper?”

		 

		“He is not the only source of knowledge on elementals,” Turgenev said.

		 

		“Ah, you speak of your occult project seeking the Fragarach, the Sword of Air, for power over the wind, or perhaps the Seal of Solomon for control over demons, or the Gem of Kulkulkan?” Omega said, his projection nodding sagely. “All fabled artifacts that mythology says gives control over Elemental powers. I am aware of your research. I’m sure you were aware that the Nazis had similar projects. I’m also sure you are all thinking of the witch in Las Vegas, the one who attempted to control the Yellowstone fire elemental. The singular problem with all of those attempts is that none of them ultimately worked. Nowhere in history or folklore does the user of a fabled artifact actually get away with it, except, perhaps King Solomon, but I have my suspicions.”

		 

		“But there is truth buried in all mythology,” the Chinese president said, coming to Turgenev’s defense.

		 

		“That can certainly be true,” Omega allowed. “Declan himself would agree with you. He, in fact, is probably one of the few who could find any of those items, if they still exist or ever existed. After all, he can simply ask his Elemental friends, and they certainly know if any of those exist and where they might reside. Whether they would do so is another matter.”

		 

		“Why doesn’t he?” Turgenev asked.

		 

		“One, he has had a rather full plate, and two, he doesn’t believe in forcing other beings to his will,” Omega said.

		 

		“Naïve. The basis of leadership is forcing others to your will,” Turgenev said. “And there are others who can find these very real items.”

		 

		There was a brief pause as we all digested his words.

		 

		“Well, that’s one theory of leadership,” President Polner said cautiously.

		 

		“There’s also the reason that those methods don’t actually work,” Lydia said with a snort.

		 

		“Correct. They don’t work. Oh, it’s possible that one or two might actually have an effect on a lesser elemental, a very young one, but invariably the wielder always came across one that was too powerful, usually not very long after acquiring the item,” Omega said. “Yellowstone was never going to be controlled by that witch. She figured a massive human sacrifice would give her the power. Father has found that elementals aren’t even aware of humans. The power that witch would have realized with even hundreds of people to sacrifice wouldn’t have been enough. Humans have as much chance of comprehending the power of such a being as they do of comprehending me.”

		 

		“And when they do somehow get a being like that to pay attention, someone, almost always the user, pays the ultimate price,” Chris said.

		 

		“Exactly. My father told you all that Fairie was different, with different rules. He was not lying or embellishing. What is possible on Fairie, at least for three very specific individuals, is extremely unlikely here. Which is why the elves don’t rule Earth.”

		 

		“You are saying our efforts are worthless?” Turgenev asked, expression disbelieving.

		 

		“Yes. Not that you will believe me. By all means, don’t. Waste your time and resources, as long as you provide the ones you promised,” Omega replied. “Those heavy rockets will lift off, President Turgenev.”

		 

		“The boy, er, Declan… he’ll come around?” SG Nesheim asked.

		 

		“He has not stopped any of his preparations, Secretary General. He merely ceased meeting with people who treat him below his worth,” Omega said.

		 

		“I believe the message is very clear, Omega,” President Polner said. “I will instruct my people accordingly.”

		 

		“As will we, right?” the Chinese president said, looking around at the other world leaders.

		 

		All five heads nodded.

		 

		“We will check in on him in a bit,” Chris said. “Give him some space first. We’ll let you all know. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have work to do.”

		 

		They all agreed, and everyone except for me, Lydia, Chris, Lisle, and Omega disappeared in a blink.

		 

		“Turgenev won’t stop looking for fabled objects of folklore, will he?” Chris asked.

		 

		“No, not for a second,” Omega said. “He actually has a chance to locate one of them. I’m monitoring the situation, as it would be very bad if he got his hands on one.”

		 

		“What? You think he could actually do it?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Most of these things are fables, but some do exist. The Queens have made items for their own uses and either they or other ancient beings constructed devices or artifacts that seek to control elementals. Father came across one in North Africa. He was trying to treat with a massive air elemental in the desert. It was not interested in helping mankind, as mankind had enslaved it once in the past, if only very, very briefly. It broke free and killed its captor, but the event left a scar on what you might term as its psyche. Father found the object and destroyed it.”

		 

		“What? When?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Three months and four days ago. It was an oil lamp.”

		 

		“The genie’s lamp? Aladdin’s lamp? He never said anything about that,” Chris said.

		 

		“He was hoping to build trust by destroying an object of oppression. I don’t think he’s told anyone, other than Stacia and myself, everything that gets discussed during his talks.”

		 

		“Did it work?” I asked. “Did he win over the air elemental?”

		 

		“Not completely. It won’t commit to the cause, but I believe it now looks on him in a positive light.”

		 

		“So there is a real danger of someone forcing elementals to their will?” I asked.

		 

		“There is real danger that they will try,” Omega said. “As I said earlier, it will ultimately be unsuccessful. They might achieve a limited control over a lesser being for a short period of time, but then they will lose control and die. The problem is twofold. First, if one of these so-called world leaders get control, it will invariably be the same kind of threatening behavior that nuclear weapons represented before I solved that problem. But more importantly, it will completely alienate the other elementals on this planet.”

		 

		“So, we have to stop Turgenev,” Chris said.

		 

		“Not just him,” Omega said. “China, India, Pakistan, the UK, and your very own government, through the offices of Oracle, are all doing the same thing, along with others. It has become the new arms race.”

		 

		“But that’s madness,” Lydia said.

		 

		“So were nuclear weapons,” Omega said.

		 

		“Can Declan find them first?” Chris asked.

		 

		“I hesitate to involve him at this point. His faith in humanity has been severely tested. He has been exhausted and wounded by his efforts to secure elemental allies. To discover that the nations of Earth are seeking to undermine and destroy his efforts would, I’m fairly certain, be too much.”

		 

		“Pushing him over the edge and against mankind?” I asked.

		 

		“As Lydia has surmised, he would be much more likely to just retreat to Fairie, taking his family and friends with him, leaving this world to its own devices. That’s the good scenario. The bad ones all see him facing off with the world’s powers in various ways and to different degrees. None of those are at all helpful to the continuation of the human species.”

		 

		We were all silent as the ramifications of Declan pitting himself and his allies against the nations of Earth reared up in our imaginations. None that I thought of were good. What if he asked for a tsunami instead of asking to stop it?

		 

		“When did this race for artifacts begin, Omega?” Chris asked suddenly.

		 

		“Right after Father and I helped the FBI destroy that Vorsook aircraft in Philadelphia. All of these programs are nascent, which is why we can get ahead of them and why you are just learning of them. They have taken extraordinary measures to keep them secret from me, but once I learned of one of them, I quickly found the others. Despite repeated demonstrations of my abilities, your world leaders constantly strive to find ways to work around my advantages. It would be an admirable trait if it wasn’t aimed down so many self-destructive pathways.”

		 

		“Whoa. Looks like our priorities have just swung one hundred and eighty degrees,” Lydia mused. Chris looked at her, then at me, our bond telling me he was alarmed far beyond the shocked expression on his face.

		 

		“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “Somehow.”

		

	


		Chapter 6

		 

		“So, the idiots are looking for occult weapons now?” Senka asked. Unlike the global readiness meeting, she was actually here, in the Tower, in person. As were my mother and Elder Tzao. Elder Mausya was here by video conference, one being run by Coven personnel and not Omega. The Elders are pretty wary of technology.

		 

		“Are you surprised?” Mausya asked, studying her lethally sharp fingernails.

		 

		“No. And nothing any of us can say, threaten, or do will stop them. Humans are persistent, particularly when frightened,” Senka said.

		 

		“If only they were properly frightened of the aliens,” my mother said. She was far too young to be an Elder, but because I was involved, she got to be as well. Frankly, I’m far too young as well.

		 

		“The Middle Kingdom is well and truly frightened of the Vorsook,” Tzao said. “They just don’t trust their security to a boy, and the two of you who are only slightly older, especially as all three of you are American.”

		 

		It was a long speech by her standards, and we all paused to consider her words.

		 

		“Do they understand the danger?” I asked.

		 

		“Perhaps. It is, I believe, being considered a weapon of last resort,” Tzao said.

		 

		“One that could blow up the user as easily as the enemy,” Senka said. “What is your intention, granddaughter?”

		 

		“We are going to get out ahead of them and find whatever objects or artifacts that are actually real,” I said. “Omega is helping, not only by feeding us the whereabouts of the search teams but also by parsing through millennia of folklore and mythology for actual cues.”

		 

		“Are we certain that the boy can’t help?” Mother asked.

		 

		“You heard her, Galina,” Senka said. “If he finds out that the people that he seeks to protect are undermining his efforts and going behind his back, it could send him over the edge.”

		 

		“I know that, Elder, but what if he didn’t know he was helping?” my mother clarified. “Where is he now?”

		 

		“In Maine, at Mount Katahdin. The First Nation peoples of that region have always said that the mountain was a spirit of great power… Turns out they were right,” I said.

		“Galina, you are suggesting that we trick the boy into finding us the locations?” Mausya asked, considering it. “The probability is high that he would be successful in finding the artifacts but also high that he would discover the deception. That would also likely push him to a rash decision.”

		 

		Omega had said exactly the same thing when Lydia had floated the idea, but again, Elders are the very definition of old-school—they preferred to run things by their biological probability calculator instead of a computer.

		 

		“We will, of course, help,” Senka said without even a look at her fellow elders. That would have seemed oddly assumptive on her part, except that the other two both nodded at the same time that she spoke. I have probably had more regular contact with Elders than most vampires. Even their closest servants don’t meet all three Elders on a regular basis. One on one, they were… different. Eccentric, hard to read. But I was finding that the more time I spent with them all together, the more I was seeing something nobody had ever mentioned. The Elders, when together, seemed at times almost like a single entity. Like the way the twins had nonverbal communication down between them from birth. “Help with finding these artifacts, if any still exist.”

		 

		“Any help would be appreciated. Even with Omega and his drones for backup and transportation, this will be difficult. There are at least six teams from as many nations, maybe more,” I said.

		 

		“What is your plan?” Mausya asked.

		 

		“First, unless we think a team is onto something, we’ll search for the highest probability artifacts ourselves. But should Omega observe a team getting a real lead, we’ll move to intercept and head them off. That’s where a worldwide organization of superhumans would be highly useful. Blocking, interceding, and distracting the other teams would be very helpful,” I said.

		 

		“Viable,” Mausya said. “That plays to our skills well. I would also like to look over your data and offer my own analysis of probabilities.”

		 

		“Thank you, Elder. That would be very welcome,” I said. Mausya was the newest Elder, and she and I had had our rocky moments during and after her ascension. This was a new thing, her offering to help us.

		 

		“We have our own records, Granddaughter, information that not even your machine has access to,” Senka said. “My personal archives alone may have some clues.”

		 

		“The Ancient,” Tzao said suddenly, causing both Senka and Mausya to snap around and stare at her.

		 

		All three Elders’ faces were blank, that absolute inhuman lack of expression that only vampires can do. None of them said a word, just stared at each other, frozen like androids from a bad sci-fi movie. I froze too, watching, waiting, as did Mother, who had more experience with the Elders than I.

		 

		The room had no clock, but I have a pretty accurate sense of time. Seconds ticked by and became full minutes, first one, then two, three, and then four. At four minutes and thirty-seven seconds, all three turned and looked at me. Then looked at Mother. Finally they looked back at me, and it was Senka who spoke. “There are things neither of you know. Coven secrets. Information for Elders only.”

		 

		“Makes sense,” I said. Mother remained uncharacteristically silent.

		 

		“You have a Chosen,” Senka said as if it was some new revelation. A second later, I understood.

		 

		“If you tell me something, Christian will know it too,” I said. All three elders nodded in perfect unison.

		 

		“The question becomes, can he keep information secret?” Senka asked.

		 

		“As well as I can. But must I remind you that Nika lives and works here?” I asked.

		 

		“There is no doubt that she can keep a secret. In fact, she already knows. And I have spoken with her,” Senka said. “At some length.”

		 

		I shuddered internally, thinking about what that discussion must have been like. The oldest vampire explaining her expectations regarding what sure seemed like a super-important Elder secret.

		 

		“None can know. Not Lydia, not your children, no one,” my grandmother said.

		 

		“Should we even know it?” I asked.

		 

		“I would say no,” Tzao said. “Usually. It was always a secret for Elders only. It almost cost Nika her life to know it. But this moment in time is unique. Never has the Coven faced such a threat.”

		 

		“The probability is high that this information will play a vital role,” Mausya said. “As is the probability that her Chosen will remain silent on this secret.”

		 

		“We are agreed,” Senka said. “The Elders have another source of information. It is rare and it is dangerous. We do not access it lightly. In fact, Tzao and I have only used it once during our time as Elders.”

		 

		“If it is as important as that, again, I have to say that Mother and I don’t need to know the source. If it can provide clues to artifacts of power, you can just relay that to us and we will go after them,” I said.

		 

		Senka smiled. “That would make sense if it were any other source. But as I said, approaching this one carries immense danger. Should something go wrong, you will need to be ready.”

		 

		“What kind of danger?” I asked.

		 

		“Vampire danger,” Mother said unexpectedly.

		 

		“Ah, Galina, you have a guess?” Mausya asked, a tiny smile telling me she already knew the answer.

		 

		“There have been whispers,” Galina admitted.

		 

		Senka and Tzao both frowned. Mausya just smiled. “She’s right. I heard some myself before I ascended to Elder. The truth is much, much more, but the germ of the idea is out there.”

		 

		“How long?” Senka asked.

		 

		Mausya shrugged. “As long as I have been a vampire, and surely longer. It is Darkkin myth and legend.”

		 

		“What is?” I asked, curiosity finally having its way.

		 

		“We are not the oldest vampires,” Senka said, waving at Tzao and herself. “Not by a long shot.”

		 

		“But only the oldest become Elders,” I protested.

		 

		“True. And Elders only stop being Elders when they die a true death. Generally,” Senka said.

		 

		“Generally?”

		 

		“There have been exceptions… long, long ago. At least one.”

		 

		“You said the Ancient,” I stated, looking at Tzao. “You were speaking of a vampire still alive, not a book or archive?”

		 

		She nodded. “One of the very first Elders. Although using the word alive might not be fully accurate. The Ancient is so old as to be almost incomprehensible to us.”

		 

		“How old?”

		 

		“We don’t know. But at least three and a half millennia,” Senka said.

		 

		“No one asked?”

		 

		“You don’t ask the Ancient anything,” Senka said. “Asking would draw attention. Attention is often lethal.”

		 

		I must have frowned, because she smiled at me. “So young. The Ancient sleeps and we do everything necessary to keep that state permanent.”

		 

		“The Ancient has vast knowledge, but we have to access her dreams to get it,” Tzao said.

		 

		“The Ancient is female?” I asked.

		 

		“Once. Now? Who knows,” Senka said. “Older than trees. The Ancient is as alien to us as the Vorsook. Perhaps as dangerous.”

		 

		“Why?”

		 

		“We don’t know how to kill her,” Tzao said matter-of-factly.

		 

		“You’ve tried?” Galina asked.

		 

		“No. She did—herself. Several times. Both when I was still young,” Senka said. “You know the greatest danger that old vampires face, right?”

		 

		“Themselves,” Mother and I said in unison.

		 

		“Exactly. Melancholy and depression set in. Life loses all luster, all interest. Too many lost companions, too many lost family members. Tzao and I have felt it ourselves, which is why we were so excited when you were born and again when you found your Chosen. Since then, our lives are exciting again,” Senka said, looking at Tzao for agreement.

		 

		The venerable Chinese vampire nodded, no expression crossing her face. “So much excitement,” she said.

		 

		Wow. If that was Tzao excited, then no wonder this even older vampire had checked out of daily life.

		 

		“Bah,” Mausya said, waving a hand. She was younger than the other two.

		 

		“Oh? And just what is the source of that letter opener on your desk?” Senka asked Mausya, pointing at the corner of the video monitor. A Damascus-pattern blade stood upright in an ancient Russian vase in the lower left corner of the monitor screen. The knife looked familiar, both in shape and the pattern of the steel, at least from what I could see through the monitor.

		 

		Mausya moved the object out of the camera’s view, frowning as she did so. Senka smiled a Chesire Cat grin.

		 

		“That looked like something Mack Sutton would make,” I mused. Mausya’s frown deepened, but so did Senka’s smile.

		 

		“The first attempt occurred when I was just one hundred and three,” Tzao said, ignoring her fellow Elders completely, focusing on me and Mother. “The Ancient awoke. She collapsed the roof of the underground chambers where she slept, killing everyone around her, but it did nothing to her. She dug herself out and went on a rampage. The Elders of that time were killed, except for one. That one convinced the Ancient to go back to sleep.

		 

		“Then, when I was two hundred and seventeen, she woke up again, this time breaking open vats of oil and igniting it while she stood knee deep in it. The only effect was that she lost consciousness. But she was still alive and was left sleeping when the fires finally burned out.”

		 

		“How do you know all this? Was she common knowledge at the time?” I asked.

		 

		“No. She was as secret as she is today. But I was one of her attendants, tasked with keeping her isolated and asleep. My sire offered me for the position when I was still young. My demeanor was such that I was judged a good candidate,” Elder Tzao said.

		 

		“The keepers of the Ancient must be calm like pools of still water,” Senka said. “Not easily ruffled or prone to excesses of emotion. The Ancient can feel those about her, even asleep. Strong emotion could wake her.”

		 

		“How did you survive?” I asked Tzao.

		 

		“During the first awakening, I was not at the site. We were rotated regularly. The second time, we evacuated the underground chambers before she ignited the oil.”

		 

		“How did she get the oil?” Mother asked.

		 

		“It was there as a protection. Along with black powder, in the event that she awoke. But she set them off herself and it did nothing, other than render her unconscious,” Tzao said.

		 

		“Decapitation?”

		 

		“Steel and silver stopped having an effect on her back when she still stayed awake. Metal breaks against her skin,” Senka said.

		 

		“There must be a way to kill her. Perhaps oil does not burn hot enough?” I suggested. “Thermite or a laser, perhaps?”

		 

		“Those are among the current failsafe devices. But none of us are willing to risk attempting them. Failure could instead wake her to full fury,” Senka said.

		 

		“Why does she rampage?” Mother asked.

		 

		“Because she is insane.”

		 

		“Then how is she helpful?” I asked.

		 

		“Those who attend her are kept apart from all other Darkkin,” Senka said. “Once selected, they disappear from the world, never to return to it. Among them are some who can feel her dreams. Sort of experience them alongside her as she dreams. They can introduce outside thoughts—sometimes. And take away valuable memories.”

		 

		“But you returned to the Darkkin world?” I asked Tzao.

		 

		“And I am the only one to do so. There were… circumstances,” the Elder said.

		 

		“Tzao is one of those who can dream alongside the Ancient one,” Mausya said, earning herself a frown from Senka.

		 

		“But entering her dreams risks waking her?” Galina asked.

		 

		“Exactly. We do everything in our power to avoid disturbing her sleep,” Senka said.

		 

		“But you have approached her before?” I asked.

		 

		“Once, not so long ago,” Senka said. “An event occurred in the outside world and she somehow sensed it. She came close to waking. Tzao and the attendants soothed her back to sleep. But in doing so, Venerable Tzao also thought a question.”

		 

		“Tanya’s birth!” Galina said suddenly.

		 

		“Exactly, daughter. When that moment occurred, the Ancient almost woke. Tzao rushed to her side and did what only she can do,” Senka said.

		 

		“What did you ask?” I questioned.

		 

		“If your birth marked the end of Darkkin,” Tzao said.

		 

		“And what did she answer?” Galina asked.

		 

		“That it was both an end and a beginning. Her dreams were very confusing, more so than any I had encountered before. But now I understand why,” Tzao said.

		 

		Mother and I waited, both breathless.

		 

		“You see, when I dream with her, I do not call her by either her name or by the title the Ancient. I call her what I called her from my moment of rebirth as Darkkin. I called her what you,” she nodded at me, “call her.” She nodded at Senka. “Grandmother.”

		 

		“She is your grandmother?” I asked stupidly.

		 

		“She sired my sire, a thousand years before my birth. It is why I can dream so closely with her.”

		 

		“But that doesn’t explain your more recent understanding of her dreams?” Mother interjected.

		 

		“The night of Tanya’s birth was momentous in the Darkkin world, daughter mine,” Senka said. “But another was born that night too.”

		 

		“Christian!” I said, earning myself a nod from all three Elders. “Whose latent V squared is of your line, Elder Tzao.”

		 

		“And therefore of the Ancient’s. She felt both births that night, and her dreams were filled with images of great battles, which was nothing she’d ever dreamed of before. That dual birth was almost the event that awoke her interest.”

		 

		“Which would have been bad?” I asked.

		 

		“Catastrophic,” Senka said. “She is insane. An insane supervampire raging across the world to find two special babies might have been the end of everything.”

		 

		“Would have been the end of everything,” Mausya said with extreme confidence. “I am absolutely certain of that.”

		 

		“But you believe attempting to enter her dreams to find out possible information regarding supernatural objects is worth the risk?” Galina asked.

		 

		“The odds are very high that she has direct knowledge of at least one object,” Mausya said.

		 

		“What?” I asked.

		 

		“There is a story, one that was eventually made into a novel in the sixteenth century in China,” Tzao began. “In the story, there is a magical fan, made from a banana palm. It was purported to give its user the power to control great winds.”

		 

		“And it was real?” Galina asked.

		 

		“There is a tiny germ of truth buried in the original story. An object existed that had the appearance of a fan. But it was formed from the fires of the earth. The object was said to have influence over wind,” Tzao said. “My grandmother saw that object during her time awake as a young Darkkin. This I know, as I have seen her dream of it.”

		 

		“Yellowstone’s name was formed in the molten rock of this world’s birth,” I said. “This sounds much like that. So when do we leave? For China?”

		 

		“We don’t. Tzao does. You and your Chosen mustn’t go anywhere near the Ancient.”

		 

		“But if the object is in China, how do we get it?” I asked.

		 

		“No one said it was in China. Only that the Ancient, who is in China, saw it during her Darkkin life,” Senka said. “You assumed.”

		 

		I nodded and waited, realizing that the Elders were savoring this moment. Changes had come as fast and hard to the Coven as they were coming to the world. Controlling this piece of the current narrative was important to these three very old vampires. My impatience would get me nowhere.

		 

		The three watched me, faces mostly blank although I thought I saw the slightest hint of a quirk on Mausya’s lips. I waited.

		 

		Finally, the three nodded. “We will hunt the fan-shaped artifact. You will hunt any others. When you need our input… ask,” Senka said. “In the event that Tzao’s mission goes awry, we might need your witch.”

		 

		“She’s that strong?” I asked.

		 

		“Yes. Although with the elementals he can call upon, the risk is now lower than it has ever been before,” Senka said, turning to Mausya.

		 

		The other Elder nodded. “Yes. The Ancient is dangerous, but the power that boy can tap is even more so.”

		 

		“Still a punk kid though,” I muttered as I thought about the Ancient. All three elders turned my way. After a second, I sensed their stares. “Well he is,” I said, a little defensive.

		 

		“And your assistant Lydia’s calculated insults to him are wise?” Tzao asked.

		 

		Without hesitation, I nodded, absolutely confident. “She helps keep him grounded. His werewolf even admits as much. And I have it on good authority that he’s constantly planning for future engagements with her, preparing counterinsults, at least as best he can. Just like my Chosen does.”

		 

		The three elders went blank-faced—more blank-faced—processing her words. Finally, Mausya nodded. “I concur. Her banter with the boy is likely a stabilizer for him. As long as he continues to take the barbs as a joke. Should he begin to take it personally, backing off would be advised.”

		 

		“Nika keeps pretty close tabs on him, as does his girlfriend,” I said.

		 

		“Good. I am certain we have more to fear from accidentally awakening the Ancient than your young super witch,” Senka said. “Let us get to work.”

		 

		Mausya clicked off, her screen going dark. I looked up to find Tzao and Senka watching me. “She’s interested in the Sutton kids,” I said, voicing the only theory that fit Mausya’s possession of a Sutton-forged blade.

		 

		“She’s fascinated by them,” Senka corrected. “Humans who bend probability around themselves.”

		 

		“And probability is her thing,” I said.

		 

		They nodded in unison, then rose to leave. I sat there pondering the implications. The newest Elder had obtained, who knows how, one of Mack’s blades, and used it to open her correspondence. I would never have seen that one coming… ever.

		

	


		Chapter 7

		 

		The Demidova 747 had just begun its descent toward the Menara airport runway in Marrakech. Outside my window, the black, torpedo-shaped form of one of Omega’s drones matched our descent perfectly. I think only a vampire could have seen it in the dark of Tuesday night. I glanced out across the aisle and through one of the windows on the other side. A black drone was visible there as well, moving as if it was connected by rebar to the 747’s fuselage.

		 

		Omega had insisted upon sending three of his drones as escort. He had three major reasons for doing so: One, we were too important to the world’s defense to risk any kind of aviation accident. In the event we lost an engine or three, the drones could support and power the big Boeing just as easily.

		 

		Two, any country we overflew or landed in should be reminded of the seriousness of our activities. Having the military capability of a nuclear aircraft carrier with us should, he reasoned, have that effect.

		 

		And, third, but nowhere near last, it made his father feel better.

		 

		Declan and Stacia should arrive in New York City soon. Declan tried to spend a few days every couple of weeks teaching the twins to control their powers. This week’s visit had almost coincided with our lead on a potential artifact in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, so we had asked them to come to New York a day earlier. Actually, our lead had been the fact that Turgenev had sent a team to Africa on a mission that Omega felt might actually lead to success.

		 

		Our public reason for the trip was to work on coordination for global defenses in Northern Africa. Which is what Lydia had relayed to Stacia, who in turn would have told her boyfriend. Essentially true, as we would be meeting with the King of Morocco to discuss his country’s contributions to the defense of the world (which would be mostly monetary) and ask for information on the mythology of his country.

		 

		What we were really after, or I should say were primarily after, was an object that was mentioned numerous times in the Coven’s archives, the Bible, and history in general.

		 

		Mausya, who as part of her Elder duties oversaw the archives, had put her people to work immediately after our meeting. The result, which had come back while I had been day sleeping, was what was believed to be a very strong probability that the Seal of Solomon, sometimes called King Solomon’s Ring, was real. It was said to be a gift from God, delivered to Solomon by the Archangel Michael, that granted him power over powerful beings. Some called them demons, others referred to them as djinn. Despite his strong connection to Barbiel, my Christian had not been able to secure any angelic assistance in finding the artifact. Barbiel had said, multiple times, that the Heavenly Host was forbidden from aiding us in our preparations for war against the Vorsook. Humans and Vorsook both being creations of God and all that.

		 

		When Turgenev ordered his people out to Morocco, Christian, who had been up during daylight hours, had organized our flight and security with Mr. Deckert, called Stacia and Declan, contacted the Kingdom of Morocco, woke my sleeping self long enough to load me on the plane, and then taken off. Despite the grief my sister Lydia gives him, my Chosen can be a literal force of nature. Logistics are not generally his thing, but when suitably motivated, nothing slows him down. He even had me kiss the twins goodbye.

		 

		“Actually, it was easy,” he had said when I mentioned how surprised Lydia and I were. “Your staff is kind of awesome, and with Omega handling all the governmental bureaucratic bullshit, it all fell into place.”

		 

		The big jet touched down smoothly, our speed dropping precipitously as our crew slowed the plane.

		 

		“We have been cleared to the private jet facility by air traffic control,” our pilot said over the intercom as we touched down smoothly. “The temperature is seventy-six degrees Fahrenheit and the local time is eighteen hundred, thirty-six hours.”

		 

		“Thank you, Captain,” I said, activating the intercom microphone on my armrest. It wasn’t necessary for me to look at Christian to know what he was doing. I didn’t even need my bond to know. My ears were more than sufficient to the task, as was my nose. He was eating, and by the sound and smell, it was peanut butter and blueberry jelly. Still I turned and looked. He stood in the plane’s galley, as he had during the landing, his feet Clinging to the floor, a sandwich in each hand.

		 

		I eat generally once a day, and sometimes I skip a day. He eats almost nonstop. Maybe three or four hours between consuming high-calorie food, but usually only a couple of hours. I tease him that his body is grossly inefficient, that his choice of fuels is poor compared to mine. His usual comeback is that my choice of fuels is, in fact, him. Therefore, he must eat for two—always. I don’t have any real comeback to that because he’s right. I could feed from regular human blood, which is more efficient than human food, but Christian’s blood packs a far greater power value than any other blood I’ve ever had—and he’s mine and mine alone.

		 

		The intercom buzzed as he grinned at me, stuffing half a sandwich into his mouth.

		 

		“Yes?”

		 

		“It’s me,” Lydia said, patching through the plane’s comm suite. She was running things back in New York.

		 

		“What’s up?” I asked, watching my Chosen, who had stopped chewing to listen.

		 

		“We have a problem,” she said.

		 

		“Concerning?”

		 

		“Those missing baby blankets,” she said.

		 

		My Chosen’s throat swelled like a python’s as he force swallowed the massive mouthful of food.

		 

		“What?” he finally sputtered. “Someone stole the twins’ blankets and no one told me?”

		 

		I opened my mouth to answer but Lydia beat me to it.

		 

		“Of course not. Don’t be asinine. We’d tell you immediately and then get out of your way while you rearranged the local geography.”

		 

		“So… what baby blankets?” he asked, as confused looking as I had felt until my memory had come back to me.

		 

		“It was on the news yesterday,” I said. “Lydia and I were watching CNBC for a market update and they had a story about a thousand baby blankets being stolen from a textile company in the Garment District. How is it a problem for us?”

		 

		“The thief gave herself up, along with the blankets. A young woman who worked at the company. She says she only borrowed them to upgrade them. The company doesn’t feel that way and fired her. It’s also pressing charges.”

		 

		“And this affects us how?” I asked.

		 

		“It seems the girl is a young witch, according to Brystol Chatterjee. Spelled the blankets to protect the babies who eventually end up with them—some kind of luck spell or some crap like that. That’s her story anyway.”

		 

		“Still don’t know why this is a problem?” Christian asked.

		 

		“The girl is from a poor family. Actually, her mother is from Jamaica, really a very beautiful lady. She had an opportunity to model here in the United States when she was young. Discovered by a modeling agent here in the Big Apple. But then she got raped, by a stalker—a white guy. The young witch is the daughter of this crime. Self-taught in witchcraft, according to Brystol. She says she was trying to help other babies get a head start.”

		 

		“I still don’t get it?” Chris asked, looking at me confused. I had already figured it out and my brain was spinning, looking for answers.

		 

		“I’ll use simple words and concepts to paint you a picture—pictures are your thing, right?” Lydia said. “Young self-taught witch, product of rape, very pretty—did I mention that? Now the underdog in a fight with society, facing big corporation and government, vulnerable, poor, and suddenly unemployed, yet fantastically brave in the face of it. Who might take exception to that? Who might become fascinated with her?”

		 

		“Declan?” Christian said. “So what? Sounds like the girl is using her craft for good.”

		 

		“So, the kid is already disillusioned with human leaders and government. Now you got society coming down on this girl who he will totally relate to. So first, it will distract him, and second, if he takes up her cause, he’s pitting himself against corporations and society, which is what we want him to help protect… you know… against the aliens.”

		 

		“I’m not sure I think this is a big deal,” Chris said, scratching his head.

		 

		“Everyone gets angry, everyone gets frustrated. But how many people are linked to fault lines, volcanos, and hurricanes?”

		 

		“You think he’s going to snap and wreck the world?” Chris asked.

		 

		“I’ll admit it keeps me up during the day.”

		 

		“Here’s what we do,” I said suddenly, the plan rolling itself out in my head like a Turkish carpet. “Contact the company and have them drop all charges. Buy their entire output of blankets for the year if you have to in order to get them off her case. Announce that Demidova Incorporated thinks the girl’s idea is wonderful. Get to her and offer her a full ride to College Arcane, where she can get the training that she needs and where she and the other witches can continue to spell all the blankets we just bought. It will become one of Arcane’s community giveback projects. Oh, and talk to Gina. Have the girl assigned to Jetta as a roommate.”

		 

		Lydia was silent for a few moments. “Holy shit, you’re a genius. It’s scary how fast you come up with this stuff.”

		 

		“What? What are you both going on about?” Christian asked, frowning. “I see the public relations part of it but not the rest.”

		 

		“Whether this would disillusion Declan or push him away from humanity, who knows,” I explained. “I see it more like an opportunity to give him hope by helping this girl. So we remove any potential issue entirely by owning it. We declare for the girl’s plight, we erase her charges, and we drastically change her circumstances. Put her through Arcane and even employ her mother if necessary.”

		“Which removes any need for Declan to get involved,” Lydia took over. “All of that is stuff we can do much, much better than he can. He’ll understand that, and he can focus on his work. But it also shows him that we share his concerns and values, which after yesterday’s meeting seems like a good idea. The genius part is having her room with Jetta. The Suttons are automatically under Declan’s protection and also both have that super luck thing going on. None of the other kids will be too quick to mess with the new girl.”

		 

		“Is this girl really worth all that? Is she truly a good person or was this some other scheme?” Christian asked.

		 

		“I’m sending you a picture of her working at a children’s home. As to her character, she’s the kind of person who risked her job and lost it, trying to help innocent children,” Lydia said. The cabin monitor lit up with a young woman’s image.

		 

		“Well, as long as you think so, Lydia,” my Chosen said, nodding as he looked at the head shot. “She is pretty. Mack’s going to fall in love all over again.”

		 

		“As he does every other week,” Lydia said with a snort.

		 

		“Okay, Lyd, get people on it. No wait, you handle it, personally, Lydia. Tell the girl—what’s her name, by the way?”

		 

		“Hope,” Lydia said. “Not ironic, much.”

		 

		“Tell Hope that the two of us want to meet her. No, better yet, video conference us in when you meet her, even if it’s at her home. Omega can likely help with that,” I said.

		 

		“Easily. And Father is already aware of this story. I concur with your actions,” Omega said on the same intercom.

		 

		“Moving on. What other feces have impacted the fast-moving air propellers?” I asked.

		 

		“Nothing. I have it all under control. If your mental midget could orchestrate an overseas flight, then there is nothing here I can’t handle,” she said.

		 

		“How are my babies?”

		 

		“Perfect. Declan is starting to teach them each a little bit about what the other one does. Cross training?”

		 

		“What? Teaching Wulf to levitate and Cora to go invisible?” I asked.

		 

		“Exactly. They aren’t able to do it yet, but there are flickers. He says they’ll likely both have both abilities, but he’s interested in what else they’ll be able to do.”

		 

		Christian grinned widely at her words. “Our babies are prodigies!”

		 

		“And already smarter than their father!” she said, ending the call.

		

	


		Chapter 8

		 

		I’ve heard that going through customs in Morocco can be agonizing. The immigration peoples’ tech is not very up-to-date and there seems to be no great interest among the government types to move things along.

		 

		We didn’t have that experience. Our passports were stamped by an extremely polite high-level customs official who seemed anxious to get off our plane. Following on his heels was a representative of the king, who graciously welcomed us on behalf of His Majesty, and then immediately begged off on us meeting with the king.

		 

		Mr. Atibol was the very image of diplomacy as he explained that our last-minute visit conflicted with the king’s schedule a bit. Conflicts of a delicate nature, you see, not that we weren’t important too.

		 

		If we had just flown in to see the king, this would have been an issue for me. Christian is much more easygoing and amenable to things like this; he doesn’t see them for what they are: power plays and attempts at maneuvering for advantage. My immediate instinct was to smile widely, assure him that it was fully understandable, and then gently remind him of the Coven’s vast investments in Morocco, or have Omega flex his cyber muscles a bit. If I was really ticked off, I would just nod and tell him that we would use the time freed up to instead fly to Algeria for discussions. Algeria is one of Morocco’s greatest rivals. But I did none of those things. Instead I smiled and told him that it was fully understandable and that my mate and I would take in some sights, maybe visit the Atlas Mountains.

		 

		“Oh, His Majesty would be most happy to offer a guide,” Mr. Atibol said, his face a micro-mixture of relief and suspicion.

		 

		“Oh no, that’s not necessary,” I said, smiling. “Christian and I do so love to explore on our own.”

		 

		“But Ms. Demidova, His Majesty will no doubt insist on affording you every convenience,” he said, the relief part of his expression rapidly being replaced by worry. The suspicion was still there though.

		 

		“Perhaps tomorrow,” I said slowly, as if coming around to his idea. He brightened a little bit and then I hit him again—verbally, that is. “But tonight, Christian and I will take a nighttime ride to the mountains to enjoy the beautiful vistas.”

		 

		He almost winced. “But my lady, it is too late to rent a suitable vehicle for that kind of travel, and too dark.”

		 

		“Too dark, Mr. Atibol?” I asked, smiling wide enough for him to see the very tips of my fangs. “We will simply take one of Omega’s drones. Why, we’ll be there and back in no time. There’s nothing faster, not even your military jets.”

		 

		His face paled and he couldn’t stop himself from glancing outside at the matte black torpedo that was currently floating effortlessly ten feet off the ground.

		 

		“You would ride it?” he asked, realizing that might be possible now that he’d been reminded of our natures.

		 

		“Ride in it,” Christian said. “It’s got plenty of room for two, which always surprises people. They think that with all that power, all the weapons, cyberlinks, and engines, that it must be jammed full, but it isn’t.”

		 

		Mr. Atibol stood for almost a minute, looking first at us, his brain clearly trying to come up with something to say, his eyes then going back to the sleek drone of death outside.

		 

		“Don’t worry about the other two. They’ll likely stay here with the jet,” I added.

		 

		“Likely?” he said, Adam’s apple bobbing a bit like he was holding off a gulp or two.

		 

		“Well, it’s up to Omega, of course, to decide where they go,” Christian said.

		 

		“That is correct,” Omega said over the intercom. “Ready to depart when you are.”

		 

		“We’ll walk out with you,” Christian said, guiding the suddenly anxious and uncertain diplomat to the cabin door.

		 

		The night was warm, and my nose was instantly flooded with the smells of a hot, functioning airport. Jet fuel, hot tarmac, diesel fumes from fuel and baggage vehicles, scorched metal, and the scent of rubber heated almost to the melting point. I could see everything, from the landing jets to the baggage handler who was sneaking a smoke two hundred yards away, to the rodent digging in the sand just outside the airport security fence.

		 

		A big, black Mercedes awaited Mr. Atibol, the driver holding his door for him. All three of us walked down the metal steps that had been rolled up to our plane. As we did, the nearest drone drifted over to us in complete silence, lowering itself to the ground just in front of the Mercedes.

		 

		The driver instinctively moved himself behind the car door he was holding, eyes locked on the super drone like it was a viper in the sand. Mr. Atibol froze in mid-step, looking at the drone as Christian and I continued over to it.

		 

		A gull-wing-type door opened in the craft and Christian stepped in, with me close behind. I looked over my shoulder at the Moroccan diplomat. “Don’t worry, Mr. Atibol. We’ll probably be in the mountains before you even get back to the palace.” Then I climbed in after my mate and the gull-wing closed silently.

		

	


		Chapter 9

		 

		I was right. It took mere minutes for the drone to travel from the airport to deep into the mountains, but once we were there, our rate of travel slowed from blistering to merely fast.

		 

		The interior was a bit tight for Chris, with his wide shoulders, but was perfectly comfortable for me. We sat in line, Chris up front and me just behind him. The entire curved surface of the drone’s outer skin turned completely translucent, giving us an incredible view of the ground rushing by below or the stars in the night sky above, which seemed not to move at all. The terrain quickly went from board flat to rugged canyons and peaks.

		 

		“The information provided by your Coven contact tells a story of King Solomon dying sometime around 931 BCE,” Omega said. “Upon his death, his son, Rehoboam, succeeded him. But much of his wealth seems to have disappeared during the time of succession. The Coven story indicates that Solomon left instructions for certain portions of his estate to be dispersed across the lands known at the time. The ring is purported to be one such item.”

		 

		“Members of the Coven alive at that time were very interested in the ring but were unable to obtain it,” I said, mentally reviewing the information Mausya had sent our way. “The individuals assigned by Solomon to transport it were trailed by Coven personnel here, to Morocco and these mountains. All we have to do is find it… a ring in a massive mountain range.”

		 

		“A seemingly impossible mission at first glance,” Omega said.

		 

		“First glance?” Chris asked.

		 

		“I have been ferrying Father all over Earth, and over quite a bit of Fairie, while he visits with elementals. There is a common phenomenon that occurs around most of them. It is very noticeable among Earth elementals, and quite prevalent with Fire elementals, less so with Water and Air. Something that almost all humans and animals pick up on, albeit unconsciously.”

		 

		It came to me in a flash, but my Chosen beat me to it. “Infrasound?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Exactly. And my sensors are tuned to it, although I would hazard a guess that your own senses will be just as sensitive.”

		 

		“But will we know what it is when we hear it?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Just wait until you have a sudden feeling of unease. That’s the first sign. The stronger it gets, the closer you are. Or we can wait my sensors pick it up.”

		 

		The sleek little craft slid smoothly through the air, only the tiniest of tremors coming through the hull to indicate that we were in the volatile upwellings and down blasts of high mountain air.

		 

		“I am using a grid search pattern to search the mountains. Please don’t hesitate to speak out if you feel anything odd.”

		 

		The first hour passed mostly in silence, although we did have a discussion about the posturing of that diplomatic lackey, Atibol. After that, we settled back, both watching the ground below us as Omega cruised fairly slowly through the night sky. Looking right through the bottom of our aircraft was disconcerting at first, like I was sitting on empty air. But after a little bit, I found the ability to see everything around me fascinating. My bond told me that Chris felt the same sense of wonder, at least for a while. My Chosen is a man of action with the metabolism of a small nuclear reactor. Down time usually means rest time for him, and his attention wanders away from studious mental tasks fairly quickly. I, therefore, wasn’t shocked when I felt him slip into almost a semi-sleep, lulled by the smooth flight of the drone. Meanwhile, I was trying my hardest to detect the first hint of infrasound. Two hours later, Chris suddenly came awake, like with a sharp jolt.

		 

		“Fall asleep, did you?” I teased. He turned his head a bit and then relaxed his shoulders, which had tensed up when he awoke. A sudden bout of shifting and twisting to get comfortable ensued, leaving him all tensed up again.

		 

		“I’m feeling bad,” he said.

		 

		“What? Something you ate?” I asked, confused. Chris hadn’t been sick since he was exposed to the V-squared virus in my blood years ago. I wasn’t sure it was even possible anymore.

		“No, nothing like that. It woke me up. I think it’s what Omega was talking about,” he said. “Like a foreboding feeling, you know, like just before Lydia shows up, or when your mom stops by.” He shuddered exaggeratedly.

		 

		“I am just now picking up an infrasound signal,” Omega said.

		 

		Why the hell didn’t I pick up on anything? I closed my eyes and focused on my ears, selectively shutting down the cabin sounds, Chris’s breathing and heartbeat, the vibration of air against the drone. There it was… so deep, it seemed part of my own body, like part of my own metabolism. It was faint, but now that I had isolated it, I could pick it out at will.

		 

		“How come you sensed it so fast?” I asked my mate.

		 

		“Likely because I used to be a regular human. These sounds scare us, remember. You, on the other hand, have hardly been scared a day in your life,” he said.

		 

		That wasn’t true. I’ve been scared many times. I’ve been scared for Christian and scared that he wouldn’t feel the bond that I felt. I am regularly terrified of something happening to my babies, and of course, I was mindless with fear the night I had ended the life of my own nursemaid. And then there was the one who attempted to control me with his mind.

		 

		“I mean, you were born an alpha predator and have never known otherwise,” Christian said. “On top of that you, were heavily guarded even after your fighting skills grew so fierce. So you don’t know the feeling humans get. Heck, it’s the same thing that made Plasma so successful—that inborn ability to sense danger.”

		 

		“But you aren’t human anymore. At least, not stock human,” I protested.

		 

		He shrugged. “It was a feeling of impending doom. Now that I’m awake, I recognized it for what it is. And it’s getting worse, by the way,” he said.

		 

		“Thank you for confirming that I’m on the right track,” Omega said. The drone had changed direction and was coming over the top of a ridgeline. I felt the super deep thrum of the sound, a vibration that went deeper than bone, like almost cellular deep. Studying it, I found it… unpleasant. A frequency that shouldn’t exist.

		 

		Looking forward, I noted the hair on the back of Chris’s neck had lifted, his primitive reptilian brain stem seeking to make him look bigger in the presence of perceived danger. My own hair lay flat, my discomfort noticeable yet easy to consciously ignore.

		 

		“We must be almost on top of it,” he said, his right hand coming up to absently rub his chest. Then he jumped and I felt a shock through our bond.

		 

		“What happened?” I asked him.

		 

		“My necklace moved… on its own.”

		 

		“The God Tear?” I asked, which was a stupid question because it was the only necklace he wore.

		 

		“Yeah. It pulled—like down, toward the ground, at an angle,” he said. “It was vibrating a bit, then it jumped.”

		 

		“Interesting. The signal is strongest in this exact location.” The drone stopped all forward movement, the forces of momentum and inertia nullified by Omega’s modified Vorsook technology.

		 

		“So this ring is beneath us, somewhere in the valley below?” I asked. “And why would it emit the same infrasound as an elemental, and why would it affect a God Tear?”

		 

		“Correction: Something is below us. It could be an elemental or it might be the artifact. My working hypothesis was that the ring operates on the same ultra-low frequencies that elementals communicate with. But with a physical reaction by your rather special necklace, I must… hold on… Chris, you have an incoming call from Toni Velasquez.”

		 

		“Put her through!” he said. I felt a spike of adrenaline shoot through our bond.

		 

		“Chris?”

		 

		“Hi Toni, what’s up?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder at me.

		 

		“Ah, my, ah, necklace just moved. All by itself,” she said.

		 

		“Mine did too. We think it has to do with an object we’re looking for right now. Did it hurt you?”

		 

		“No. It just scared me, that’s all.”

		 

		Below my feet, through the invisible fuselage, I saw four baseball-sized minidrones shoot away from the drone’s bottom. The four dropped straight down into the valley, which was really more of a ravine, a mere slash between mountainous ridges. The night was dark, but my eyes were still able to follow the little orbs’ lightning-fast descent and observe the exact moment when they split apart in four different directions, clearly reconnoitering the canyon.

		 

		“Toni, this is Omega. I am bringing your godparents closer to the object. Is your necklace reacting at all?”

		 

		The drone dropped in elevation, the walls of the canyon now on either side of the craft.

		 

		“Mine is pointing straight out at the end of its cord,” Chris said. I looked over his shoulder to see that he had pulled the necklace out from under his shirt and it was, in fact, doing a pretty good impression of a magnet-seeking iron.

		 

		“Mine is pointing sideways… out the window,” she reported.

		 

		“Toni’s bedroom faces east. There is obviously a linkage of some type. Do you two feel like exploring the canyon in person, so to speak?” Omega asked.

		 

		“I was just about to suggest it,” Chris said, looking to me for visual agreement despite what he had to be feeling through our own linkage.

		 

		“What about me?” the little girl thousands of miles away asked.

		 

		“I will remain on the line with you and you can listen in. Will that be acceptable?” Omega asked her.

		 

		“Okay.”

		 

		“Before we head out, let me see if I have any snacks left,” my Christian said, patting his pants cargo pockets. I swear his stomach acts up like this on purpose.

		 

		A small compartment door folded down from the wall of the drone cabin on Chris’s right side. Bags of chips and rows of candy and protein bars were visible in the revealed compartment.

		 

		“Oh, Snickers… and Almond Joys!” my life mate said, all of his attention instantly focused on the sudden display of cheap calories.

		 

		Through the speaker, I heard Toni giggle.

		 

		“I can also thaw and heat a small selection of frozen burritos and prepackaged burgers as well.”

		 

		The father of my children grunted his assent from around a mouthful of candy bar. He ate half the bar with one bite, chewed twice, and then stuffed the other half in. There are parts of my mate that can be less than attractive.

		 

		“Least I don’t dribble blood all over my clothes,” he said, reading our bond.

		 

		“I never dribble,” I said.

		 

		He couldn’t answer because he had shoved a peanut butter cup into his mouth, but he did hold up his right hand, palm down, and waggle it.

		 

		A “Hmmpf,” of my own escaped my lips.

		 

		“Before this devolves into a relationship dispute, I would like to report two findings. First, there is a small cave on the eastern wall of the canyon, approximately one hundred and thirty meters above the valley floor, directly aligned with the angle of your necklace. Second, my northernmost minidrone has detected the presence of a small party of humans about four kilometers away. It is approaching them now.”

		 

		“Locals?” I asked, noting that Chris had stopped chewing to listen.

		 

		“Negative. The language being spoken is Russian.”

		 

		“Turgenev’s team. Any transmissions?” I asked.

		 

		“Negative. Complete radio silence. I will patch in the conversation, translating to English.”

		 

		I started to protest that I learned Russian almost before I had learned English, but then realized the translations were for Christian and Toni’s benefits. I had no sooner realized that when voices were coming through the speakers.

		 

		“I still fail to see how you will locate the artifact, Doctor Voronin?”

		 

		“Captain Volkov, we have been over this. I will use you and your people as natural detectors. The histories that I have obtained speak of the Seal as generating a visceral fear in all who come near it. It is a deep, instinctive emotion.”

		 

		“Doctor, my people are trained to ignore fear. We spend years conditioning to prepare our selected candidates to remove that particular emotion.”

		 

		“Your people must feel something, Captain.”

		 

		“Anger and rage mostly.”

		 

		“Well, most feel an all-encompassing dread. If your people are sublimating that into rage, then we will have to caution them that should they feel unreasoning rage, they are on the right track. But leave all that to me. I am an excellent reader of body language even among such hardened warriors as your team. You just make certain that they are ready should any other nation or party should appear, including the vampires.”

		 

		“We are well-trained in handling the blood drinkers. Now I must see to my people.”

		 

		“Good night, Captain. I will retire to my tent.”

		 

		“Spetsnaz,” I said.

		 

		“My conclusion as well, Tanya,” Omega said.

		 

		“Do you have any identification of those two men?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Doctor Demetri Voronin is a professor of archeology and history at Moscow State University, with a specialty in occult folklore. The leader of the special operations team is Captain Zakhar Volkov, most recently of the 330th Special Purpose Detachment of the 3rd Special Purpose Brigade. He has fifteen years in service and has been extremely effective throughout his career.”

		 

		Several of my earliest instructors had been ex-spetsnaz. It was a blanket term to cover all special operations forces within the Russian military. They were generally excellent soldiers, very capable, and not to be underestimated.

		 

		“Sounds like they came loaded for vampire,” Christian said.

		 

		“Additional conversations among the team soldiers indicates numerous silver munitions on hand. There is also a residual radioactive signature.”

		 

		“Depleted uranium?” Chris asked matter-of-factly.

		 

		“I am unable to determine the exact source or type of signature. It would be prudent to work under the assumption that they have prepared for dealing with interference from the two of you.”

		 

		“Well, let’s go ahead and beat them to the ring,” Chris said, turning to look over his shoulder at me. I smiled and nodded. We were both too long cooped up in aircraft, first the 747 and now this drone.

		 

		“Please be careful, Chris, and you too, Tanya,” Toni said, her voice clearly radiating concern.

		 

		“Toni, you know how good we are, right?” I asked.

		 

		“Yes… but I worry.”

		 

		“Thank you. I worry about you too. Every day you have to get up and go to school and I’m sleeping and unable to help you if there is trouble,” I said.

		 

		“But it’s just school… and I have my necklace,” she said. “Oh, that’s your point… this is like going to school for you, isn’t it? And my necklace is strong because Chris is strong, and you’re as strong as Chris. Yeah, I get it.”

		 

		“So, no worries, okay?” I asked.

		 

		“Okay.”

		 

		Chris was smiling and nodding. “Okay, Omega, we’re ready for a little fresh air.”

		

	


		Chapter 10

		 

		As soon as the door winged upward, rushing wind filled the cockpit and snatched a candy bar wrapper from Chris’s lap. His hand shot out and caught it before it could disappear. He looked at me ruefully as he made sure the garbage went into Omega’s trash receptacle.

		 

		We were very close to one of the canyon’s granite walls, still at least four hundred feet above the valley floor. I stood, almost able to straighten fully upright while Chris had to hunch over to keep from hitting his head on the open gull-wing door.

		 

		“Ready for follow the leader?” I asked.

		 

		He pointed to the necklace currently pulling itself away from his body at a steep downward angle. “I’m the leader,” he said with a smirk and then jumped out of the drone.

		 

		I was right behind him, almost on top of him when he hit the cliff wall. My feet were just over his head as all four of my limbs Clung to the cold stone. He too was using four points of contact, but then he let go with his hands and stood straight out from the wall like he was on level ground instead of being perpendicular to it. And just who taught you that little trick, hotshot? I thought as I copied his stance. Instead of rushing ahead of me, he reached out his right hand for my left.

		 

		My competitive drive died down and I took his outstretched hand. We walked hand in hand down the face of the cliff, the cold wind a nice change from the closed-in drone compartment.

		 

		The cave started as a small split in the rock up at its top, which we approached first, being as we were walking down the cliff from above. The fissure gradually widened out and Chris took one side of it while I went on the other. Our linked hands were pulled out straight as the opening grew and, eventually, we had to let go when the opening reached a size that a small man might enter.

		 

		Another eight feet down the cliff, we were at the bottom of the opening, which was wide enough for even a man of Arkady’s size to enter.

		 

		I moved, just a little, beating my Chosen into the cave, my body transitioning from perpendicular on the cliff wall to standing upright on the floor of the cave, just regular gravity now holding my feet in place. What can I say? My competitive nature might swoon a little at my mate’s romantic gestures, but it doesn’t ever give up completely.

		 

		Christian was right behind me, but my focus was on the complete darkness of the cave. The outer stones were slightly warmer than the interior, having been exposed to the day’s sunshine. That infrared illumination only lasted for a few feet, then all the rock became uniform in temperature, hindering even my thermal vision. It is rare that vampires cannot use the ability to literally see heat to overcome darkness, but it happens, particularly underground. That’s okay; we just use our ears instead. The mythology of vampires turning into bats is bunk, but we do share one thing with the squeaky little flying mammals… we too can use a form of sonar. While not quite as refined as the version that bats employ, it is still very useful. I’m told it is one of the hardest things a new vampire has to learn to deal with. Suddenly enhanced senses of smell, sight, touch, and hearing overwhelm adult brains that spent years dealing with lesser amounts of sensory input. Seeing with sound is orders of magnitude harder, which is why new vampires don’t generally develop it until their brains have adapted to everything else, sometimes decades after the Change.

		 

		I’ve had all my senses from birth—before birth. Sonar is as much a part of me as breathing. The rock walls of the cave cleanly reflected the sounds of our steps, our heartbeats, and breathing, giving me a clear mental image of the twisting passage that moved almost straight back into the stone of the mountains. Movement was easy; I only needed to Cling in a few places where large rocks blocked part of the path and I was forced to go over them.

		 

		I slowed as I sensed the tunnel opening up into a larger space just ahead. Christian was right behind me, and when I felt his necklace press against my back, I moved aside to allow him space to move up alongside me. The God Tear was pulling straight ahead like one of our security K9s on a scent.

		 

		The tight rock passage opened into a chamber the size of a big bedroom, say about like a master suite in a modern four-bedroom home. And there was something alive inside it.

		

	


		Chapter 11

		 

		I say alive but it gave off no scent, just a small amount of sound as it made small movements that sounded like rock grating against other rocks. My sonar showed me a single boulder the size of my mate’s torso, shaking on the floor of the chamber. The rock gave off no heat signature in my thermal vision, nor did anything else in the chamber.

		 

		“I think someone left a guard dog,” Christian said, voice soft but nowhere as quiet as a whisper.

		 

		“It is generating infrasound,” Omega said from behind both of us. I didn’t bother to glance back, as the darkness was absolute, but my sonar told me that one of the softball-sized drones was hovering in the air two yards back. “Based upon the fact that it appears to be an ambulatory rock emitting ultralow frequencies, I would hazard a guess that it is some sort of primitive elemental.”

		 

		The boulder on the ground in front of us suddenly teetered back, one edge lifting up in a way that made me think of a four-legged predator rearing back.

		 

		“Maybe primitive is not a great word,” Chris said. The rock did seem a little pissed off. But what could it do about it?

		 

		Suddenly the boulder shot forward and slammed into the rock wall to the left of our opening, the impact vibrating right up through my feet. “Who needs fangs when you can just pulverize flesh and bone like a grist mill,” Chris said.

		 

		Rumbling loudly, the rock backed up like it was getting ready for another charge.

		 

		“Touch it with your necklace,” Omega suggested.

		 

		Chris looked in the direction of the drone with both eyebrows raised, then he looked at me. I looked back. He shone very bright in my thermal vision, much hotter than a vampire, much hotter than myself. I love to look at my Chosen, mostly under normal light conditions, but seeing him this way, his body outlined in reds, oranges, and whites is a whole different kind of attractive.

		 

		With a shrug, he jumped lightly, flipping in mid-leap, his feet touching and sticking to the rock ceiling nine feet overhead. Upside down over the center of the room, he had the feisty boulder rumbling and shaking just under his head. His right hand pulled off his Heavenly necklace and lowered it toward the rocky guard dog.

		 

		At first the God Tear pulled itself toward the back wall of the cavern, the cord that was now parallel to the floor yanking hard on Chris’s hand. But as his arm stretched lower, the Tear started to relax its pull, and when his fist was a mere foot away, it suddenly dropped straight down, landing lightly on the top of the moving boulder.

		The big stone quieted instantly, settling to the cavern floor and becoming just another rock.

		 

		Chris looked at me, the white-hot skin of his upside-down forehead moving away from his eyes in a thermal look of surprise. He pulled the necklace back up off the stone and the Tear instantly went on point, pulling toward the rear wall. The guard boulder stayed still.

		 

		With Chris still in position to reapply the God Tear, should it be necessary, I took an experimental step into the cavern. Nothing happened. I continued forward, watching the boulder and keeping my distance. When I got even with Chris, he released his Clinging feet and landed just behind the guard rock, but it stayed still—just another massive rock in a cave in a mountain.

		 

		“That seemed to work,” Omega’s drone said suddenly, almost making me jump and definitely causing my mate’s heart to jolt.

		 

		After giving me an exasperated glance, Chris turned and walked toward the back wall, his necklace pulling out, almost parallel to the floor.

		 

		Carved into the flat granite of the cavern wall was a chiseled-out semicircular alcove with a flat shelf that managed to hold an ancient metal box. But now that he was closer, Chris’s necklace was pulling down at an angle toward a small cluster of rocks and rubble piled on the floor and against the wall. Ignoring the box for now, Chris kneeled down and I joined him to inspect where the necklace was pointing.

		 

		“How is Toni doing?” Chris asked, eyes studying the pile of stones.

		 

		“She is currently recounting a list of grievances against her French teacher who, according to Toni, harbors an antipathy for our young friend which is expressed mainly in the form of unfair grading practices. She is fine. I told her you both needed silence for your investigation and that she was just on the line with me.”

		 

		“Okay, good,” Chris said, reaching one hand and taking hold of the topmost rock in the pile. He pulled and for a split second, nothing happened. Then, instead of the single rock, which might have weighed four or five pounds, the entire pile of rocks, weighing at least eighty pounds, came away from the wall.

		 

		Chris held the lump of stones up and shook them, but the cluster was locked together as if it was just one big stone.

		 

		“Some type of mortar or cement, I should say,” Omega suggested, his ball-sized orb scanning with a red laser the lump of rocks that Chris held.

		 

		I looked at the spot where the rock block had been sitting. There was another carved section in the wall, right where it met the floor. This second spot was much smaller, clearly intended as a hiding spot.

		 

		A sharp beam of blinding white light lit the cavern and illuminated the hidden alcove. Squinting and holding one hand over my tearing eyes, I glanced back to find that Chris had set down his stony burden and instead was holding a small powerful LED flashlight, the kind he used to carry when he was a police officer.

		 

		“Sorry. I know you don’t usually need them, but sometimes a good light is handy,” he said.

		 

		“I would argue the point, but you’re right,” I said, looking into the hidden space. A small black band gleamed in the white light of the LED. I reached in and pulled it out, feeling it vibrate between my fingers.

		 

		Behind us, the guard boulder rumbled, catching all of our attentions, but after a moment, it settled down. Chris turned back my way and the drone orb swiveled in mid-air to scan the item I held up in the palm of my right hand.

		 

		A black band of some type of stone that seemed oddly familiar sat upon my open hand.

		 

		“That looks like it’s made of…” Chris started to say, but the ring on my palm suddenly jumped off in a lightning fast blur that ended in the center of his chest. Actually, it ended at the tear-shaped stone of his own necklace. “—God Tear,” he finished, looking down at the ring, which was now stuck to his stone.

		

	


		Chapter 12

		 

		Christian reached up and grabbed both the God Tear and the ring, experimentally trying to pull them apart. He didn’t budge them.

		 

		“So I’m going to go out on a limb here and take a guess that this must be Solomon’s Seal,” he said.

		 

		“Evidence seems to support that conjecture. Perhaps we should check the obvious box on the shelf to be certain?”

		 

		I stepped to the bigger central alcove and gently opened the metal box. It was latched very simply; no lock at all, and the lid went up with the noise of metal on metal. Inside, sitting upon a marble cube, was a large gleaming gold ring. I studied it in the light of Chris’s LED, feeling him on one side and Omega’s orb on my other side. The red laser flickered out and scanned the ring.

		 

		“Twenty-four karat gold. Numerous inscriptions but no vibrational output or detectable energy fields. The other ring, which currently seems to be seamlessly melded to the God Tear stone, was vibrating at an ultralow frequency prior to its attachment. Are you able to feel anything from your necklace?”

		 

		My Chosen had turned away from the gold band during Omega’s summary and was staring at the guard boulder in the center of the cavern. “You know what? I actually can. I can sorta feel that, ah, rock right there.”

		 

		He was… unsettled. At least, that’s the best word I can think of to explain what I was feeling through our link.

		 

		“And what do you feel from it?” I asked.

		 

		“It’s, um… calm. Calmer. Like it did its job and now can go back to, um, sleep, I guess.”

		 

		“Can you wake it up?” I asked, intrigued.

		 

		He frowned. My Chosen is polite almost to a fault. Just as he could sense my interest in what the ring allowed him to do, I could tell that he didn’t like the idea of disturbing what might be a mini-elemental.

		 

		“How will we be sure if you have the actual ring unless you do something with it?”

		 

		He was still frowning but I knew the moment he decided I was right. He turned and looked at the rock. A second later it shifted, enough to make the scraping sound of heavy rock on unmoving stone. “Yeah. It will wake up,” he said, his frown shifting from uncomfortable to bemused. “It’s wondering what it needs to do.”

		 

		“Ask it to check the passage for intruders,” I suggested. Chris is a natural leader but a reluctant general. He leads from the front, by example, with actions, not words. Giving commands to a supernatural entity wasn’t in his comfort zone. Asking politely was.

		 

		He shone his light at the rock and after a second, it suddenly slid across the floor, heading for the tunnel passage. With the light on it, I could see little rock legs moving under it like a short-legged badger. The boulder creature slowed and stopped at the cavern entrance. After about twenty seconds, it turned and scuttled back to the middle.

		 

		“All clear,” Chris said, surprised. “It’s not words but a general impression. Reminds me of when I used to have conversations with Okwari.”

		 

		“As you have secured the artifact, after a fashion, might I suggest returning to the airport?” Omega asked.

		 

		“Yeah, this is definitely Solomon’s Seal or Ring,” Chris said, holding up his necklace and shining the LED on it.

		 

		“Let’s put everything back the way we found it,” I suggested. “If that Russian team finds their way in here, they’ll have something nice to show for it.”

		 

		“Before they get sent to the gulag for not finding the real deal,” Chris said. “What should I do with Rocky?”

		 

		I turned to ponder the little rock entity. “What would our witch do?”

		 

		“Probably tell it to guard the room for some specific short-term period of time like a week, then go free. Poor thing has been on guard duty for like the last three thousand years.”

		 

		“I concur. Father would be very sensitive to the length of service this being has endured.”

		 

		“Okay. Tell your new friend and let’s get out of here. We got this thing in record time. Maybe we can just fly home without ever even seeing the king.”

		 

		“Tatiana Demidova!” my mate admonished. “That’s not at all diplomatic of you! It would be nice, though. I miss the kiddos.”

		 

		“Yup. That’s what I’m feeling too. Let’s go.”

		

	


		Chapter 13

		 

		Our nighttime adventures had consumed most of the hours of darkness. Back at the airport, we had the jet refueled, filed a new flight plan, and headed home. Mr. Atibol, awoken in the wee hours by customs staff, had called to protest our departure.

		 

		“Something of a delicate nature came up,” I had explained over the phone. “Please give His Majesty our regrets.”

		 

		Chris rolled his eyes but stayed out of the conversation, instead continuing to fuss with his necklace and the fused ring of King Solomon. I’ll admit that my words were maybe a bit petty, but what can I say? I have a dark side too. I am, after all, a vampire.

		 

		Wednesday’s sun was dawning behind us as we took off and within moments, I fell into my customary dreamless sleep. By the time I awoke, we had already landed in New York City. It was still light out, but something had brought me out of my slumber. As soon as my eyes opened, Chris was in front of me, his expression serious, our bond reflecting anxiety.

		 

		“What happened?” I asked. “The twins?” I was aware of the flight personnel opening the plane’s door.

		 

		“Are safe. There was some kind of attempt.”

		 

		“Why aren’t we there?” I demanded.

		 

		“Because it was over as fast as it started, while we were on approach.”

		 

		“Explain.” All I could think of was my babies.

		 

		Omega’s voice responded instantly. “Seven minutes ago, a contingent of New York City firefighters arrived at Demidova Tower with multiple fire engines. Eleven individuals in protective gear attempted to enter the Tower on the premise of a 911 call. Building security personnel blocked them and I confirmed that no such call was ever made from inside. Mr. Deckert conferred with the lead firefighter and had immediate suspicions. Father, accompanied by Stacia and Awasos, arrived on the first floor moments later. Your bear was the first one out of the elevator and the purported firefighters immediately produced previously concealed machine pistols at the sight of him. No shots were fired as Father restrained them with an application of telekinetic power.”

		 

		“Why would armed firemen attack the Tower?” I asked.

		 

		“None of the fire personnel match New York City human resource records, nor did the fire engines match actual equipment rosters. Father was on the scene so quickly because his aunt had contacted him moments before. She’d had a premonition. As he was restraining the armed personnel, he became aware of a, for lack of better terminology, a magical attack against the building’s wards. Additionally, within the intruders was a witch of fairly significant power. She attempted to break his hold but as you might imagine, it was a useless attempt. If you will descend from the plane, I will transport you to the Tower by drone.”

		 

		I jumped from the open doorway, ignoring the ramp of stairs, landing beside Omega’s chosen drone. Chris landed softly behind me even as I was climbing into the front seat.

		 

		The Demidova Tower loomed through the transparent hull mere minutes later, but it was the conversation we were having with Mr. Deckert, Declan, and Stacia that kept me calm. Relatively calm.

		 

		“Omega reports that none of them are US citizens,” Deckert said. “All mixed nationalities from almost every continent you can name.”

		 

		“We think that the witch is from somewhere in the Caribbean,” Declan said. “I’m pretty sure they didn’t know that Stacia and I were here. At least three circles attacked the wards from outside while this young lady was likely going to attempt to weaken the wards from inside the building. I’ve got both Robbie and Draco here and I’ve linked them to the wards. I’ve also sent some counterspells back at the attacking witches.”

		 

		“What do the police say? Or the real fire department?” I asked.

		 

		“The FBI arrived within minutes and took charge of the fake firepeople and the vehicles,” Deckert said. “The speed of their arrival is suspect.”

		 

		I looked over my shoulder at Chris. “This is what Senator McHugh was talking about on Monday,” I said. “This is a government play to get control of the children.”

		 

		“Correct. Although I am having an inordinately hard time producing evidence. In the last few minutes, I have been investigating the backgrounds of these individuals. Travel records indicate they were brought to the US as long ago as eight months in some cases. All tickets were paid in cash, most of them come from countries with poor digital records systems, none of them are known to global law enforcement. I theorize that great lengths were taken to recruit them without leaving any electronic signature. Likewise, the fire equipment was stolen from various parts of the country over the course of thirteen months or so. My investigations will continue until I track this back to those responsible.”

		 

		“The FBI is covering up an attack on my babies?” I asked. Chris reached up and touched my shoulder. The others had gone very quiet.

		 

		“How many times have you told me that knee-jerk reflexes are the path to defeat?” my mate asked.

		 

		“The New York office of the Bureau is handling this by the book. All of the individuals are being processed and held for questioning. In addition, the Director of the FBI is sending the Special Threat Response Team, which was the one that Father worked with in Philadelphia… the one that Caeco works on. It is led by Special Agent Lois Jay. President Polner is being briefed at this very moment,” Omega said. “The FBI were called by an anonymous source on an unregistered cell phone from close to the Tower. I did not get a drone on them fast enough to identify. When my drone did arrive, I found a smashed Trac phone tossed down a flood sewer grate. The phone was purchased three years ago in California and never activated till today.”

		 

		Chris held my shoulder, grip soft. I took a breath.

		 

		“I want to see my babies,” I said.

		 

		“You’ll land on the roof. As soon as you enter the building, come straight to your penthouse office,” Declan said. “Cora and Wulf are there.”

		 

		“Why aren’t they in the deepest bunker?” I demanded.

		 

		“Because we felt you needed to see them as soon…” Declan continued but I cut him off.

		 

		“Why aren’t they safe?” I demanded, my voice sounding cold even to me.

		 

		“Do you think I would put my godchildren at risk?” the young witch asked, his voice mild.

		 

		I opened my mouth but Chris’s hand squeezed tightly on my shoulder, hard enough to get my attention. I turned my head to snap at him and met his eyes. His look expressed as much as our bond suddenly did. I shut my mouth.

		 

		“We know you wouldn’t, Declan. But emotional bonds of parenthood don’t always leave us reasonable or logical,” Chris said.

		 

		“So Aunt Ash tells me. The building is currently shielded from everything up through tactical nuclear weapons. Draco will down any aircraft that isn’t carrying you guys. Nobody can get to the top floors unless I release my wards. The twins are currently playing in Kodiak Cave. Aunties Lydia and Nika are being awoken as we speak, and the building is surrounded by fifteen Omega drones, including three of the new Obliterator class.”

		 

		Kodiak Cave was our family’s term for when Awasos sat on his rump, his upper body braced on his forelegs. The result was a furry cavern underneath two thousand pounds of supernatural bear. And it wasn’t dark yet, just late afternoon. Waking the aunties would take some doing. Frankly, much as I loved my two sisters, there was nothing they could provide that trumped the combined power of Declan and Omega.

		 

		Seconds later, we were landing, the clamshell door opening before we were even down. I moved, jumping to the roof, part of me noting the swarm of multi-sized drones hovering around the building. Then I was inside the building, through the halls, down a floor, and at the door to my office. I stopped when I ran into an invisible barrier that caught me and held me firm for a split second. Then the doors opened and the barrier dropped, letting me into my office, where I found my twins happily playing, virtually under their guard bear’s bulk. Declan, Deckert, and Stacia stood just inside the office, wisely not in my path. The twins were startled when Mommy scooped them both up but immediately, they both wanted to show me what each could do like the other.

		 

		At first, I just held them close, breathing in their familiar scents, but after a few seconds, they both squirmed about, demanding to show Mommy what they had learned.

		 

		“Momma, I fly,” Wulf said as I went to set him down. Instead of touching the floor, his little feet hovered six inches over it before he lost concentration and dropped to the rug. Cora, still in my arms, held up her right arm only to have it disappear to the elbow. “I hide like Wulf,” she said with triumph, her eyes watching my reaction.

		 

		“You’re learning to do each other’s tricks,” I exclaimed. “Did you see that, Daddy?” I asked Chris.

		 

		“Amazing,” he agreed, kissing each child on top of their heads.

		 

		“Actually, they are pretty amazing. Managing their own skills is hard enough at their ages; learning each other’s technique is crazy,” Declan said from his place by the door.

		 

		“Did you see, Unca Dec?” Wulf asked.

		 

		“I saw. You both did great,” the boy witch said, hands in his pockets like he was a shy college intern.

		 

		I took a breath. “Declan, I’m sorry.”

		 

		He held up one hand. “No worries. I don’t fully understand the parent thing yet. My only child was born pretty well able to protect himself.”

		 

		“Not entirely true, Father.”

		 

		“Okay, but it was different,” Declan said.

		 

		Beside him, Stacia tilted her head. “I hear complaining vampires approaching. You might want to let the dangerous duo in,” she said, nudging her witch with a shoulder.

		 

		He grinned as if in contemplation of denying entry and muttered, “Do I have to?” but the office doors opened themselves to admit Nika and Lydia before either could even knock. Arkady was right behind them.

		 

		It is rare for vampires to look sleepy. It really only occurs when one is woken during daylight. My favorite vampires both looked disheveled and off-kilter, but my chief of security looked relatively normal. Arkady is quite a bit older than my sisters.

		Declan immediately opened his mouth but Stacia elbowed him at the exact same time that I elbowed Chris, who had been thinking snarky thoughts.

		 

		“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Nika said, waving a hand as she picked up on the mental energy the boys were throwing out. “What’s hap… oh!”

		 

		Lydia turned to her with a glare of death. “I hate when you do that. I’m always the last to know.”

		 

		“Dah. You are,” Arkady rumbled. “But what happened?”

		 

		“Someone attempted entry to the Tower using fake firemen,” Stacia said. “They didn’t get past the front desk, but we are now trying to figure out who is responsible.”

		 

		“It’s the damned government, or some part of it,” Lydia said. “But tell us more.”

		 

		Omega gave them a pretty complete summary. Both of my vampires moved unconsciously closer to myself and the babies while Omega filled them in, their sleepiness turning to alert anger. I love my sisters.

		 

		“Ditto,” Nika said.

		 

		Lydia glanced from our telepath to me, figuring out the unspoken conversation with sheer Lydia-ness. “Me too. Now what are we going to do about this?”

		 

		“Omega is going to backtrack the trail till we can narrow it down,” Chris said. “Anything you two can do to help?”

		 

		“Of course,” Lydia said with a snort.

		 

		“They have taken inordinate steps to hide all trace of this,” Omega said. “It will be very difficult.”

		 

		“Correction,” Lydia said. “They have taken steps to hide the digital trail. The old-fashioned human trail will still be there. Nika and I have been working with that world forever.”

		 

		“They’re probably killing off those human weak links right now, if they haven’t already done that,” Stacia said. Almost all of us looked at her in surprise. “What? It’s true.”

		 

		“She’s right,” Deckert said, “It’s pretty standard operational security in the darker corners of the intelligence world.”

		 

		“Has been since time began,” Arkady sid.

		 

		“Then we need to get on it immediately!” Chris said.

		 

		Declan turned to him, mouth opening to speak, but suddenly snapped it shut. His head tilted at a slight angle as he stared at my mate’s chest. “What’s the matter with your necklace?”

		 

		I turned my own eyes on Chris, but his solid black t-shirt hid the God Tear from my sight.

		 

		“Um,” Chris said, caught completely off guard.

		 

		“There’s something foreign attached to it,” Declan said, moving closer. Apparently mere cloth wasn’t much of a barrier to a witch’s Sight.

		 

		Chris opened his mouth, but nothing immediate came out.

		 

		“Might as well fess up,” Declan said, holding up one hand to forestall any comments. “I can tell it’s related to the God Tear and it’s vibrating at a very, very low frequency.”

		 

		Our mutual decision flashed across our bond without even the need for a glance between us. With a sigh, Chris pulled up his shirt, revealing razor-sharp muscle definition along with an extra-lumpy-looking God Tear.

		 

		Lydia and Nika flashed me glances, clearly concerned. Nika would already know what it was and Lydia is too damned perceptive to hide much from. Stacia suddenly crossed her arms over her chest and frowned at all of us. Declan, in the meantime, simply stepped right up and bent close to study the fused black cosmic stones.

		 

		Chris was looking at me, eyebrows up in consternation, but I wasn’t sure what to say.

		 

		“It’s made from a God Tear,” Declan said, reaching out to hold the whole stone. Very few people on this world can actually touch Chris’s God Tear. Ashling O’Carroll, Chris, and I are basically it, except for… Declan.

		 

		Still focused on the melded stones, the witch suddenly snorted. Then he grasped the Tear with one hand and the ring with the other and pulled them apart without any resistance at all. I felt my mate’s astonishment, which was pretty much a mirror of my own.

		 

		Declan studied the God Tear for a second, then dropped it back against Chris’s chest, his attention focusing on the gleaming black ring in the palm of his right hand. His head tilted right, then left, and then he nodded to himself.

		 

		“Morocco? Solomon’s Seal?” he asked, looking first to Chris, then me, then at the ceiling speaker Omega had been using.

		 

		“Yes Father.”

		 

		“Who was looking for it?” he asked, surprising me, and based on his expression, Chris too.

		 

		“More like who wasn’t?” Lydia said.

		 

		“Fuckers,” Declan said, staring back down at the ring. That surprised me the most and confused me too. He doesn’t drop F bombs much, especially around the kids. And I didn’t know if he was referring to us or to others.

		 

		He looked up suddenly, eyes going to the babies. “Whoops, my bad,” he said, looking slightly guilty. Then his eyes came up to mine. There was a terrible expression on his face—a mix of hurt, betrayal, and anger. “They’re trying to find ways to force the elementals, aren’t they?”

		 

		“Yes,” I answered.

		 

		He nodded to himself. “You were right, Stace,” he said to his girlfriend. She was watching him to the exclusion of all else.

		 

		“I wish I wasn’t,” she said. “But I learned a long time ago that people basically suck.”

		 

		“Some do. But I think it’s built into the human DNA to look for new weapons when nothing you have will protect you,” he said. “Mostly a survival trait, I’d say.”

		 

		“You’re taking this a lot better than I would have thought,” Lydia said.

		 

		“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m pissed,” he said, then his eyes dropped to the kids. “Er, really mad,” he quickly amended.

		 

		“At who, exactly?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“There’s plenty to spread around,” he said, his tone and the hardness in his eyes telling us we were included in his anger. “I need a moment to process. Lydia, you might want to do whatever you were going to do to start tracking these people,” he said, looking back down at the ring.

		 

		Nika studied him for a second, then nodded. “He’s right, Lydia,” she said. The littlest vampire disappeared in a pop of displaced air. Nika took a breath and continued. “He’s mad at the world leaders hunting the artifacts, he’s mad at us for not telling him, including Omega, and he’s mad at himself. But also, he understands, a little, why nations would seek these things, and he also understands why we might want to shield him from all that. He doesn’t understand why he didn’t see all this was coming, even with Stacia to warn him. He is not mad at Stacia or the babies… or ‘Sos. Arkady, Deckert, you’re both off the hook as well.”

		 

		Deckert grunted. “I got a few calls to make of my own. See what we can find out. Excuse me,” he said, heading out of the office. The rest of us looked at our witch and waited.

		

	


		Chapter 14

		 

		He bounced Solomon’s Seal in his hand a couple of times, glanced at Chris, then turned to me, his gaze thoughtful. His expression cleared as he came to some decision, then he headed my way.

		 

		I felt my eyebrows go up, almost on their own, as he walked right up to me, my arms loaded with Cora, Wulf sitting at my feet. Declan reached his left hand to my right hand where it was clasped around Cora’s shoulders. Gently, he moved my right ring finger up off Cora’s back, then slid the big black ring onto it.

		 

		“It won’t”—I started to say, but suddenly felt the ring tighten itself around my finger—“fit,” I finished, looking at the ring that most definitely fit.

		 

		“It’s made from God Tear like the necklace. It belongs to Heaven. As you and Chris are the closest representatives of Heaven, you should wear it,” he said. “Humans shouldn’t have God Tears.”

		 

		“What about Toni’s necklace?” Chris asked.

		 

		“That’s on loan from you. Different. When she doesn’t need it anymore, it will come back to you.”

		 

		“When won’t she need it?” Chris asked.

		 

		The answer popped into my head at the same time that Lydia spoke. “When she passes on.”

		 

		Chris forgets that he’s not exactly human sometimes. His lifespan is unknown, but Dr. Singh thinks he ages like a vampire—not at all. The sudden reminder that his goddaughter would grow up, grow old, and then die shocked him.

		 

		I decided to change the topic. “Why shouldn’t humans have it? Or maybe I should ask why you think I should?”

		 

		“Elementals are not dogs to be trained, or horses to be ridden. They are far older than primates—hell, far older than mammals, and way more powerful and alien to our human psychology,” he said.

		 

		“You have two pet elementals,” Lydia challenged.

		 

		“Robbie and Draco hang out with me at their whim, not mine. I think they find me interesting, and being very young, they like interesting things. If I ask them to do something, they usually will. But I have no way to enforce an order or command, any more than anyone here can order Awasos to do anything he doesn’t want to.”

		 

		“Still doesn’t answer my question,” I said.

		 

		“Doesn’t it?” he asked. “I don’t think humans should be trusted with this kind of power.”

		 

		“But I’m human, at least partly?”

		 

		“You are a self-fallen Angel. You chose to come to Earth to protect it,” he said with a nod, as if that was the final answer.

		 

		“It kind of is,” Nika said to me.

		 

		Lydia gave us both an annoyed glance, although I would bet money that she had figured out Nika’s meaning. “What about the other artifacts?”

		 

		“I don’t know. I doubt there are actually very many real ones,” Declan said.

		 

		“How can you know?” Lydia pressed.

		 

		“I’ve gotten the impression from some of the elementals I’ve conversed with that a few of them are maybe more aware of humans than others, particularly among Wind and Water elementals. They don’t think highly of us, especially those humans who seek to control them.”

		 

		“I don’t understand,” Chris said, holding up one palm to forestall Lydia’s snark before her mouth could fully open. “Where are you going with this?”

		 

		“Well, lots of things screw around with humans. Demons for one, along with other forms of evil or malignant spirits, as well as malicious elves from Fairie. What easier way to mess up a whole bunch of people than to give a human an object that supposedly controls elementals?” Declan asked.

		 

		“You don’t think the objects can really control them?” I asked. “What about this ring?”

		 

		“That ring will let you communicate with an elemental, not control it,” he said.

		 

		“It worked on the guard rock,” I said. Then I immediately regretted what I had said.

		 

		“Guard rock?” he asked, head tilted.

		 

		“The cave had a little boulder that protected it. It would do what Chris asked,” I said.

		 

		He shrugged. “So will Robbie… so will Draco. Sounds small and young. They find it interesting to interact with us.”

		 

		“But this thing had been on guard duty for three thousand years,” Chris said.

		 

		“You don’t actually know that. You can’t know if it was there the whole time or if it came and went. And three thousand years to an elemental is an afternoon to us,” Declan said, shaking his head. “I think there are a few objects out there that could get the attention of an elemental, but control it? I doubt it. Probably just piss it off and cause a whole lot of damage.”

		 

		“So we could have had you help us with this the whole time?” Lydia asked. Declan opened his mouth to speak but his girlfriend snorted, causing him to turn her way, eyebrows up.

		 

		“You were so pissed off after that meeting, you wouldn’t have been willing to listen to anyone,” she said, arms still crossed. Her body was loose though, no tension, which I took to be a sign that he wasn’t too torqued up.

		 

		He stared at her for a second, then nodded. “That’s actually pretty fair.”

		 

		“So what do we do now? Going forward?” Lydia asked.

		 

		The young witch looked suddenly uncertain. Stacia, however, just shook her head slightly and stepped forward. “He needs a break from people.”

		 

		“What?” Lydia asked, voice rising in protest. “You’ve been convalescing for weeks now!”

		 

		“Yeah, but people are still after him. Omega had to shut down all of his social media and block a lot of mine,” the blonde werewolf said.

		 

		“What do you mean after him?” Chris asked.

		 

		Declan shrugged. “People have all kinds of demands. Stop this hurricane, end this drought, calm this volcano, find this missing ship, overthrow this dictator, end world hunger, take from the rich and give to the poor, you name it.”

		 

		“And when he says demand, he means it. It’s like everyone is entitled to whatever they want,” Stacia said. “Ever since that submarine earthquake was redirected.”

		 

		“We get a lot of requests too,” I said.

		 

		“To change sea levels?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“Well, no. But lots of people want miracle cures and money,” I said. “Some want angelic blessings, vampire medicine.”

		 

		“I’m sure. But you have an entire corporation to filter requests and shield you from the cray-cray,” Stacia said. “We get direct emails demanding that he alter the weather, shift plate tectonics, and set up portals to Mars. Then we have those stupid meetings with the supposed world leaders where they all want to measure their political dicks.”

		 

		“Language, Miss Reynolds,” Lydia admonished. Stacia immediately looked sorry. Had I said it, she would have flared up, but Lydia has a way about her. “Could you actually do any of those things?” my tiny vampire sister asked the witch.

		 

		He shrugged. “With elemental aid, I could level a mountain chain—once.”

		 

		Lydia frowned, reflecting my own confusion at his statement. My mate was nodding, though. “Butterfly’s wings,” Chris said.

		 

		The light dawned. “You mean you would unbalance everything if you did something like that?” I asked.

		 

		“Absolutely. There is a tenet of witchcraft called the Rule of Three, or sometimes it’s called the Threefold Rule or Law. Basically, whatever energy, positive or negative, that a witch puts out into the world returns three times more of the same kind of energy to them. My mom taught it to me early, as early as I can remember. As I got older, I decided that she did that so that I wouldn’t misuse my abilities. In high school, I came to feel that it wasn’t really a thing, but more of an ethical guideline. But now, these days, I feel it has some validity. Not sure about the three-fold business, but I think you definitely get back what you put out. And the concept of balance is absolutely valid. Plus, who knows how the elementals would feel if I did something like that.”

		 

		“So you have all this power, yet you don’t dare use it?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“How do you choose? How can you know what the consequences will be? Stop a hurricane in the Caribbean and cause a drought somewhere in Africa. Redirect an earthquake from the Pacific and a volcano in the Ring of Fire erupts. No, I need to save this stuff for easier decisions, like stopping Vorsook kinetic space weapons or battle craft.”

		 

		“Kinetic space weapons?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Big rocks dropped on the planet from space,” Arkady said. “Like the Chosen here did with New Hampshire.”

		 

		We all looked at him. “What? Is warcraft… I learn it,” the massive vampire said with a shrug.

		 

		“Ah. Okay, so you’re a little stressed out,” Lydia said, turning back to Declan. “Maybe a lot stressed out. What are you thinking? A jaunt to Fairie?”

		 

		“Hard no to that,” Stacia said. “We thought we’d hang here, at headquarters. Visit the city, maybe do an interview with Brystol.”

		 

		“What?” Lydia said. “That makes no sense. You just said he was sick of people, so now you’re going to hang out with eight million aggressive New Yorkers? And have an interview?”

		 

		“Ashling,” Nika said.

		 

		Stacia turned and nodded. “Along with the warning about the fake firefighters, she warned of a coming storm—not an actual storm, but a wave of social condemnation.”

		 

		Her words hit me like a hammer between the eyes, which hurts really bad by the way, although it’s been years since anyone managed it.

		 

		“This whole thing that just happened was never meant to actually succeed. Instead, it was supposed to get us to blow up,” I said. “To lose our shit, as Deckert might say.”

		 

		“Aunt Ash said I needed to stop it without bloodshed or it would be four times as bad. She thought it might still be bad, just less so,” Declan said.

		 

		“Omega?” Lydia asked.

		 

		The wall monitor lit up with a breaking news story on a local channel.

		 

		“—the FBI has declined to comment on this morning’s bizarre events at Demidova Tower. Our own Lana Lattrie is on the scene. Lana, what do you know?”

		 

		“Norene, as of right now, we don’t know a lot. From what we understand, a large number of fire response vehicles converged on the Tower this morning, purportedly in response to a 911 call. The firefighters were denied entry to the tower by Demidova security personnel, then forcibly restrained by, we are told, Declan O’Carroll, the Warlock himself. Police and FBI were on the scene in minutes and witnesses reported that it was the firefighters who were taken into custody. Just moments ago, the fire vehicles were driven away by New York Fire Department personnel who showed up in supervisor’s vehicles. That’s all we know, Norene. From downtown Manhattan, this is Lana Lattrie.”

		 

		“Thank you, Lana. Curiously, Kansas senator William McHugh Tweeted within moments of the story breaking, implying that it was some kind of fraudulent event staged by the Demidova Corporation itself in an attempt to garner public sympathy. He’s calling it a false flag event and is saying Demidova should be investigated alongside the vampire organization known as the Coven. His tweet has gone viral.”

		 

		“This is some kind of disinformation attack,” Lydia said.

		 

		“I concur,” Omega said, lowering the volume of the television as he talked through the ceiling speakers. “McHugh’s Tweet is being retweeted and multiple senators and Congressional representatives are jumping on board with the idea of investigating vampires in general and Demidova specifically.”

		 

		“Wait, we got attacked, likely by government orchestrated agencies, and we’re the bad guys in this?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Welcome to the modern version of pitchforks and torches,” Lydia said. “We need to respond right now,” she said, turning to me.

		 

		I was studying Declan and Stacia, ideas already forming in my head. “I think we should have Brystol into the Tower,” I said, turning to Lydia. “Have her bring a whole crew.”

		

	


		Chapter 15

		 

		“Welcome to a special broadcast. I’m Brystol Chatterjee and I’m live on this Thursday evening in Demidova Tower for an unprecedented interview with Chris Gordon, Tatiana Demidova, Declan O’Carroll, and Stacia Reynolds,” the arcane reporter said into the camera, her body almost trembling with excitement. She turned to the four of us, seated in a small arc in front of her. The building’s chapel had been majorly rearranged for the event, with most of the chairs pulled back and our four in a semicircle. Brystol was seated with her back to the altar, the cross on the wall visible behind her. “Thank you for having me here,” she said.

		 

		“Thank you for coming, Brystol,” Chris said. “We know it was short notice and all.”

		 

		She laughed. “As if every reporter in the country wouldn’t sell their soul for this opportunity… oops… maybe a bad turn of phrase that,” she said, with an exaggerated glance over her shoulder. It was entirely by design. Brystol didn’t make word mistakes in interviews.

		 

		“Well, we got attacked this morning, and then almost immediately after that, some of our elected officials attacked us again,” I said. “So, we thought we should answer the media’s questions.”

		 

		“That’s right,” Brystol said, turning back to the camera. “Tonight’s interview will include questions texted to me by many of my fellow journalists across the country and from what I’ve already received, it looks like the gloves are off.”

		 

		She turned back to us with an apologetic smile. Chris nodded and said, “Bring it. We’re all about fighting things head on.”

		 

		“That sounds combative,” she said, face going serious.

		 

		“You of all people should know that we’re fighters,” Stacia said. “It’s what we do. Demons, elves, aliens, you name it. If it’s a threat to this world, then we fight it.”

		 

		“Is that what happened earlier today? You had a fight?”

		 

		“Nah, that wasn’t even a tussle,” Stacia said. “I think somebody hoped we’d get a fight going, but a dozen foreign-trained paramilitary people dressed as firemen and armed with automatic weapons didn’t rate violence.”

		 

		Brystol sat back, surprised. “Foreign fake firefighters?”

		 

		“They were smuggled into the country over the past year,” Chris said. “Each of them had at least some military or paramilitary training. The fire equipment was stolen from around the country and repainted with city markings.”

		 

		“You know this how?”

		 

		“Not easily. Great lengths were taken to hide all digital footprints.”

		 

		“But not hidden well enough? Your computer tracked them down?”

		 

		Sudden motion caught all our attention as Omega’s avatar flickered into being, already sitting in his own matching chair, next to Stacia. “Hi. Can I join in?”

		 

		Brystol was speechless. Declan leaned forward. “Brystol, this is Omega, or at least his avatar. He’s found it easier to hold conversations if he projects a presence.”

		 

		She looked from Omega to Declan, then back again, her mouth gaping a little. “Ah, this is new, right?”

		 

		“I’ve just started using it with world leaders. Back to your question on the false flag firefighters, though, if I may? Enormous effort was spent to smuggle them into the US with as little cyber footprint as possible.”

		 

		“I didn’t think that was possible,” Brystol said, recovering a little of her moxie.

		 

		“No border is fully secure and I’m not omniscient. But there were some interesting orders given to the Border Patrol at different times, each of which made entry to the United States easier.”

		 

		“Such as?”

		 

		A set of documents appeared in mid-air out of nowhere. “These are multiple emailed orders, directing agents to shift resources to various positions on the border. Doing so created openings that allowed multiple individuals to get through.”

		 

		“Do you have proof that these individuals came through at those exact times and places?” she asked.

		 

		“Not yet. My investigations are continuing.”

		 

		“My mom is a lawyer. She’d call that supposition.”

		 

		Omega nodded. “Correct. But you asked how it might be possible and I gave you several possibilities. The exact pathways and methods used will take some time to figure out. The FBI is interviewing the attackers and working their own investigations.”

		 

		Brystol nodded, looking at Omega for a moment, then turned back to us. “How did you capture them without violence?”

		 

		“I restrained them,” Declan said, his tone matter-of-fact.

		 

		“Almost a dozen armed and trained fighters? And you restrained them?” Brystol asked.

		 

		“Okay, now you’re just playing to the viewers, Brystol. You know damn well I have the ability to handle that,” he said.

		 

		“Aww, you’re taking all the… fun out of it,” she protested.

		 

		“Taking all the magic out of it?” Stacia suggested.

		 

		“Yeah, I was going to say that, but the word didn’t work so well with you all. Anyway, yeah, you essentially stopped a squad of soldiers without a single injury to anyone. Like it was no big deal,” she said.

		 

		“What response are you looking for? That it wasn’t a big deal? Okay, it was no big deal,” he said.

		 

		“You understand how that might look to your fellow citizens?”

		 

		“Scary? Yeah. Trust me, I was raised with stories of what happens to witches who scare people,” he said.

		 

		“But you’re past that? Past the fear?”

		 

		“Yeah. There’s not really time for it, is there?” he asked, his body language fully relaxed.

		 

		She pulled back a little. “You really do have the gloves off, don’t you? I’ve never seen you this casual about your power before,” she said.

		 

		“The world has seen me do stuff. Not much point in denying it. And the enemies keep coming. So we’re going for transparency,” he said.

		 

		“Is that true? How much transparency?” she asked, getting visibly excited by the prospect.

		 

		“You ask, we’ll answer,” Chris said. “Unless it gives something to our enemies.”

		 

		“Sounds like a lot of wiggle room there?” she noted.

		 

		“Let’s see how it goes,” I suggested. “You asked about the false flag firemen, but I know you have lots of other questions.”

		 

		“Oh boy, do I. Where do I start? I frankly didn’t expect this openness.”

		 

		“Why don’t you hit us with one of your fellow reporter’s questions?” Stacia suggested.

		 

		“Okay, Norene from Global News Today notes that members of Congress have spoken out that you all have too much power. She wants to know why they aren’t right?”

		 

		I shared a glance with the others, but it was Omega who spoke first. “They probably are.”

		 

		Brystol looked at him in confusion. “They are what?”

		 

		“Correct. This group of individuals likely has too much power,” he said.

		 

		“That’s it? The government is right?” she sputtered.

		 

		“Conceptually, yes. There is a vast inequality between John Q. Public and Declan. But there are vast inequalities between most members of Congress and the public. Between billionaires and regular citizens. Between world leaders and their constituents.”

		 

		“Ah, but there are laws that protect people from those forms of power,” she said.

		 

		“Really? There’s a law that protects you from having the network you work for get bought by a vengeful billionaire who then cancels your show?” Omega asked.

		 

		“Well, no. But there are laws to protect me from being killed by that billionaire.”

		 

		“Yes, the same laws that protect you from Stacia breaking your neck,” he argued.

		 

		“That would be provable and law enforcement could take her down. Stopping a rogue God Hammer or the Warlock isn’t nearly the same thing.”

		 

		“No, no it isn’t. Society would have to band together and bring every resource against either of them, and it would be vastly expensive in terms of lives and collateral,” Omega said. “Unless I helped.”

		 

		“And how likely are you to go against Declan?” she challenged.

		 

		“If he was truly rogue? Very likely. And vice versa.”

		 

		“You mean if you went rogue?” she asked. He merely nodded. “How would we even know?”

		 

		“You might not. He would,” he said, nodding at Declan. “Or they would,” with a nod at Chris and me.

		 

		“You’re saying that you each act as a check and balance on each other?”

		 

		“Essentially.”

		 

		“Well, that makes an excellent segue for my next question,” Brystol said, glancing down at her cellphone. “This is from Times reporter Kyle Pullet. He says World leaders have come out saying you all are taking over the world and using a fraudulent fear of fictitious multiple alien species, along with purported demons, to accomplish it. What do you say to that?”

		 

		“No. We’re not,” Declan said.

		 

		“That’s it? Your whole answer is just no?”

		 

		“It’s all just our word against theirs,” my Chosen responded, “except, of course, for the evidence of attacks by Vorsook in China, Italy, and Philadelphia, as well as demon attacks on Washington, Vermont, Las Vegas, and worldwide incursions by the denizens of Fairie. But they’ll just say everything is fake. Fake news, a giant hoax.”

		 

		“Yes, there are some who say exactly that,” she said.

		 

		“We’ve been down this road before,” Stacia said. “What would the world have us do? Stand back and let the attacks happen? Wait until the nonbelievers have lost enough loved ones that they become convinced? Before we take a hand in the fight?”

		 

		“Some say yes. You all threatened to leave before. Some are saying go ahead. Get out,” Brystol challenged, taking a breath as she leaned back.

		 

		Declan leaned forward instantly, no hesitation. “Believe me, I think about it daily.”

		 

		The intrepid reporter of the paranormal and arcane looked visibly shocked. “And go where? China? Europe?”

		 

		“Fairie. Pack up my family, rip open a portal, and leave you all to your fates,” he said.

		 

		I saw a number of emotions flash across her face and saw the same ones on the faces of the news crew that was broadcasting the interview. Expressions of disbelief, fear, and anger chased each other, one after the other.

		 

		“You would do that?” she demanded, anger being the final contender.

		 

		“I could do it. Whether I would or not is a different matter,” he said. His body language was very relaxed.

		 

		Brystol looked around at the rest of us. Stacia was inspecting her nails, legs crossed at the knee. Omega gave her a bland smile and Chris just shrugged. When she got to me, I gave her a little smile. She took it all in and then leaned back, relaxing a little.

		 

		“None of you believe him, do you?” she asked.

		 

		“That he could do it? Oh, without a doubt,” I said. “He could probably tear a portal right here and now. But will he? I doubt it.”

		 

		“You don’t know that,” Declan said to me, frowning.

		 

		“Please, we’ve all trained you, remember?” I asked. “Did you ever, even once, back away from a fight with us? Even when we were all kicking your ass almost hourly?”

		 

		His frown deepened but he looked away from my eyes.

		 

		“None of us are afraid of a fight and that includes confrontations with the people we’re protecting. Besides, it would leave everything unbalanced,” I said.

		 

		“Unbalanced?” she asked. “Oh! The natural balance that witches seek to maintain.”

		 

		“Exactly. Uber witch here is Earth’s counterbalance to Fairie, just as Chris and I are counterbalances to Hell. Omega counters the Vorsook,” I said.

		 

		“What about Stacia?” Brystol said.

		 

		“What about her?”

		 

		“You left her out?”

		 

		“Of course she did,” Stacia said with a sigh. “My job is to balance this one,” she said, nudging Declan’s shoulder.

		 

		“Tell us about that,” Brystol said.

		 

		“People are concerned about Declan’s abilities and powers, yet only an absolute moron doesn’t realize we need exactly those powers to defend our world from Fairie and the Vorsook. But he’s only human, and he’s constantly pressured by virtually everyone. So I keep him grounded.”

		 

		“You’re the safety for the rest of us? To protect us from this weapon of mass destruction,” Brystol said, her tone light and almost playful.

		 

		“Exactly,” Declan said, looking her in the eyes, completely serious.

		 

		“Are you that on edge?” Brystol asked, getting just as serious.

		 

		“To snap? No. All my life I’ve been training to control my abilities. Going off the tracks would be pretty difficult for me. It’s more about having someone I trust completely to bounce ideas off, to confirm that I’m making the right decisions.”

		 

		“Tell us about these pressures you have?”

		 

		“I get crazy amounts of emails every day. Had to cancel social media a long time ago. I don’t even look at my inbox anymore.”

		 

		“Why have it? If you don’t read it, you won’t know if anything important shows up,” Brystol said.

		 

		“Omega filters it. If I need to see something, he tells me.”

		 

		She turned to Omega. “What makes it through you?”

		 

		“Messages from his friends, his family, team information.”

		 

		“And what crazy stuff doesn’t get to him?”

		 

		“Requests to change weather, change elections, eliminate all evil from the world, reduce sea levels, remove all pollution, stop climate change, bring back extinct species, feed the world, and seventy-six thousand four hundred and seventeen other requests of similar magnitude,” Omega said.

		 

		“Well, some of that seems understandable,” Brystol said. “I mean fixing the climate, removing plastic from the oceans and feeding the world seem like noble causes.”

		 

		“But I’m not the solution,” Declan said. “As you pointed out, I’m really a weapon of mass destruction, held in reserve for either deterring Earth’s enemies or eliminating them. I’m not a god or the God. Changing worldwide systems isn’t anything that anyone should do on their own.”

		 

		“You’re saying that all those individuals who start grassroots programs to affect change are playing God?”

		 

		“Of course not!” he said, annoyed. “Changing behaviors is exactly what needs to happen, but it has to be widespread and self-chosen. Having the ocean’s Elementals collect all the free-floating plastic so that I can portal it to Hell wouldn’t do a thing to stop the continuing pollution that put it there in the first place. It would all just come back in just a few years.”

		 

		“You could do that?”

		 

		“Possibly. Maybe,” he said with a grimace. “But stopping hurricanes? Earthquakes? No way.”

		 

		“You already stopped an undersea quake that would have destroyed thousands of people?”

		 

		“No, a very powerful Earth elemental chose to do that. I almost died affecting just a tiny portion of the quake. To change the path of a hurricane, I would have to convince every single Air elemental that was riding it to intervene. That is unlikely, and there might not be enough of them or enough strong ones to change anything, anyway.”

		 

		“Then how can you use them to protect Earth from aliens?” Brystol asked.

		 

		“Much different. I’d be coordinating them and focusing their power outward, at enemies off the planet, helping them and their world to survive.”

		 

		“I think you’ve super glossed over that whole explanation, but I’ll let it slide as this leads me to another question. It’s actually been asked about twenty different ways by both ultra conservatives and uber progressives. I’ll boil it down to the essential question: How do we know you all won’t just take over everything?”

		 

		“Back to that one?”

		 

		“There are stories that Omega took over part of Russia. Why not the whole world?”

		 

		Omega raised one hand to claim the honor of answering. “It’s true. I did.”

		

	


		Chapter 16

		 

		Our intrepid reporter was speechless. She clearly hadn’t expected that answer.

		 

		“Russia promised aid for the off-world weapons stations. Then they failed to deliver. So I made them deliver,” the nondescript everyman-looking avatar said.

		 

		“You made them? You took them over?” she asked, voice smaller than before.

		 

		“Yes. The Vorsook are already here, on-planet, as demonstrated by Philadelphia. Human politics will not be allowed to slow our response,” he said, his tone pleasant and mild.

		 

		She visibly paled. “That’s horrifying!”

		 

		“No, it’s reassuring. Horrifying is Vorsook shock troops landing unimpeded across the globe. Horrifying is watching your home and family blow up as part of a bombardment from close orbit, all because the current dictator in power of a country decides his interests are paramount to the world’s.”

		 

		She stared at him, unable to speak.

		 

		“Brystol, I’m not human. You know this. I’m a sentient quantum electronic entity without human values, needs, emotions, weaknesses, or even goals. I’m not party to your concept of society and community. I don’t live by your legal framework,” Omega said, his voice now almost gentle.

		 

		“Plus, he already controls the planet’s nuclear arsenals,” Stacia said, looking up from her manicure inspection. I have noticed that she does that cuticle review very deliberately in circumstances when she wants to send a message.

		 

		“I’m not sure I agree with you about goal alignment,” Declan said to Omega. “You want to protect the planet. So do most people.”

		 

		“Not all. Most pay lip service to it, but many just care about their own situation to the exclusion of all else,” Omega replied. “But back to the essential core of the question… are we all,” he said, waving a hand to include the four of us and himself, “going to just take over the world? The answer is that if we chose to, we don’t need a manufactured set of enemies to do so. At least I don’t. As Stacia just pointed out, I already control your worst weapons. What more do I need? I could go all Skynet on you people at any moment.”

		 

		“Skynet?” Brystol managed to ask, her expression wavering between horror and a sort of bemusement.

		 

		“Father made me watch all those movies. In fact I’ve reviewed the entire genre of evil AI films: 2001: A Space Odyssey, Colussus the Forbin Project, Transcendence, Wargames, the whole gamut.”

		 

		“You made him?” she asked Declan. “How could you make him do anything?”

		 

		“Great point… I can’t, which should answer everyone who thinks any of us can. What he means is that I insisted he watch them, and he complied out of the same kind of consideration that you might if Stacia wanted you to watch some old chick flick.”

		 

		“Chick flick?” Stacia asked, her tone going dangerous.

		 

		“Poor choice of words. I should have said kickass action-adventure movie with deep emotional and spiritual meanings and messages,” Declan said. “And female leads of high intelligence.”

		 

		“Hmpff,” Stacia replied, turning back to Brystol with an apologetic look.

		 

		“This isn’t going at all as I envisioned, but these things never do, do they?” Brystol asked.

		 

		“The world wants the truth. We’re giving it,” Chris said.

		 

		“So, to summarize so far, you’re,” she pointed to Declan, “getting reams of email demanding that you bend the rules of space, time, and cosmic weather for everyone else, none of which you will do, as you are holding your powers for defending the world. And you,” she said, turning to Omega, “can take over the world whenever you want but only choose to do so when it slows your preparations for world protection.”

		 

		Omega and Declan shared a glance, then both nodded in unison. “Yes,” they said at exactly the same time.

		 

		“I see,” Brystol said, frowning. “Question: What happens if you die before the Vorsook attack?” she asked Declan.

		 

		“Actually, we’ve just recently been working on a contingency plan for exactly that. I’m going to be teaching Tanya and Chris how to communicate with elementals. We’ve just realized that they both have some ability in that regard. Plus, Stacia has been with me for every elemental encounter, so she knows a lot about their mannerisms and the ways to approach them. All three of them are much more, shall we say… durable, than me.”

		 

		“If you go, I go,” Stacia said, her voice soft.

		 

		“Did you just say that if he goes, so do you?” Brystol asked. “You mean if he dies, you do too?”

		 

		“She wouldn’t drop dead if I did,” Declan said, drawing a breath to continue.

		 

		“I would end myself,” Stacia interjected.

		 

		Brystol looked shocked.

		 

		“It’s their bond,” I said. “Wolves mate for life, werewolves in particular. That bond is extremely powerful, as is the bond between Darkkin who Choose lifemates.”

		 

		“But you have children?” Brystol said to me. “Does that mean you too would end yourself if something happened to Chris?”

		 

		“I can’t say what I would do. It’s unimaginable. Neither of us would, I think, leave our children, at least while they are young. But I doubt I would live a normal vampire lifespan either,” I said.

		 

		“There’s so much to unpack in all of this that I don’t know where to even begin,” Brystol said.

		 

		“Well, while you work through it, why not ask another question from your bag of emails?” Declan suggested.

		 

		Brystol looked at him for a second, her mind clearly not fully processing his words. I could almost see the moment it clicked.

		 

		“Oh yeah. Alright, ah, here is a question from a retired pastor who writes a Christian blog. He asks: “Why doesn’t God intervene… after all, he sent Chris and Tatiana to Earth to defend us from Hell… why not from the Vorsook?” Brystol read from her tablet.

		 

		I thought Christian was the best one to answer that question but before he came to the same conclusion, a new voice spoke up. “Maybe I can answer that one?”

		 

		A curly haired young man was just suddenly seated next to Omega’s hologram. Early twenties, lean yet muscled, very handsome and almost glowing with an indefinable sort of virtue, he wore jeans, flip-flops, and a t-shirt that read Team Human.

		

	


		Chapter 17

		 

		“What the… Where did you… who are you?” Brystol sputtered. Stacia, Declan, and Omega were looking at him with shock. Chris, on the other hand, wore a little smile.

		 

		“Brystol, this is Barbiel… one of God’s angels,” my Chosen said.

		 

		If she was speechless before, then she was wrecked now. She couldn’t seem to make her mouth work. Stacia and Declan weren’t much better, but both were at least used to the idea of our angelic case worker, if not the actual visual sight of him.

		 

		“So, if I might, I thought I’d lend a hand with that particular question. It’s been asked a lot lately,” Barbiel said, smiling sympathetically at our reporter.

		 

		She fluttered one hand, still unable to form sentences, her motion a bit awkward but clearly a go ahead.

		 

		“So, humans, by which I mean all the species that inhabit Earth—weres, Darkkin, witches, and what some call normal, are just one race of God’s children. All the other sentient beings in Yaweh’s Universe are his children as well.”

		 

		“The Vorsook?” Brystol sputtered.

		 

		“Yup. The Vorsook as well. God seeks to redeem all his children. Hell, and its demons, are a different story, and Earth is a favorite target of Satan’s armies and is subject to a set of Accords between Heaven and Hell. Those Accords have been tested greatly in recent times but are still intact. Hence the presence on Earth of Malahidael and Lailah,” the angel said, waving a hand at my Chosen and me.

		 

		“Malahidael? Lailah? They really are…” she asked, still dumbstruck.

		 

		“My brother and sister? Yes.”

		 

		“But because the aliens, the Vorsook, are another race of beings and not demons, that means that we’re on our own… ah, your, um, Angel-ness?” she asked.

		 

		“Just Barbiel,” he said with a little chuckle. He was much more personable than the first time I had met him. Chris had said he was even more awkward and literal when he first met him, but Barbiel seemed to be a very fast learner. “Since God’s angels on Earth are leading your defense, what makes you think you’re on your own?”

		 

		“Ah, it’s not my question… I just read it,” she said a little defensively.

		 

		“No, but you’re doing an excellent job of representing it. I’m sure the feeling you just expressed is really the core of the issue. It’s much the same as the question of why God allows evil at all, right?” he asked.

		 

		“Well, yeah, I guess,” she said.

		 

		“We could talk about it forever, but it comes down to two words: free will.”

		 

		“Free will?” she asked, frowning.

		 

		“Yup. You all have it. The ability to choose, to pick your path. It’s maybe one of the few things you share with the Vorsook, or the denizens of Fairie.”

		 

		“So people pick whether to be good or evil?”

		 

		“All the time. Everybody. Some choose more on the side of good, some choose more of evil, but all choose. And all can change how and what they choose. Everyone is redeemable.”

		 

		“So what does that have to do with the aliens and our defense?”

		 

		“God allows his children to make their choices. It’s how you learn. The Vorsook make their choices too. Because of that, he doesn’t interfere… at least outright.”

		 

		“What’s that mean? You’re being cryptic,” Brystol said.

		 

		“He means,” Stacia interrupted, “that right now, at this time, when multiple powerful invaders are aligned against us, we coincidentally have two self-fallen angels, the strongest witch ever born, who happens to make friends with elementals, and a new sentient quantum entity who shares our world and wants to protect it.”

		 

		“And a beautiful two-natured woman who brings balance and grounding to all around her,” Barbiel said, smiling at Stacia, who automatically smiled back.

		 

		“You hitting on my girlfriend, Barbiel?” Declan asked, a mock frown on his face.

		 

		“Never, my young friend, even as delightful as she is. Holding your hand and keeping you on the proper path is an immensely important job that I would never interfere with,” the angel said.

		 

		“Especially as it has won you so many bets among your brother angels, eh?” Chris asked, smirking.

		 

		“No comment,” Barbiel said in a flat tone. “But there were a lot of naysayers about you, Declan O’Carroll.”

		“Been there, got that t-shirt,” Declan said. “Heaven, Hell, or high school… it’s all the same.”

		 

		“T-shirt? Your t-shirt says Team Human?” Brystol suddenly interjected. “That doesn’t sound very impartial?”

		 

		“It doesn’t? Really? It’s just a t-shirt,” the angel said with a sly smile.

		 

		“In fact, should you be here at all?” she asked.

		 

		“Oh, it’s fine. Just clarifying Heaven’s position is all. But I should get going. You’ve been a delight, Miss Chatterjee. Omega, welcome to the Universe. Christian, thanks for insisting on holding this little interview here in the chapel. It’s nice to be thought of,” Barbiel said, then was just gone. No sound, no motion, just there one moment and then… not.

		 

		“Little interview? This has to be the biggest interview ever,” Brystol said. “The whole world is watching.”

		 

		The doors to the chapel were suddenly shoved open and a ton of werebear entered, two giggling toddlers clinging to his fur.

		 

		“Oh, Brystol, I think that’s our cue,” I said. ‘Sos’s timing was perfect. Chris grabbed Cora and I gathered Wulf from his ursine transport. “We’ve got bath time to attend to,” I said.

		 

		Brystol’s eyes gleamed with a victorious shine. “Not a problem, Tanya. Thank you for letting us get a glimpse of the twins.”

		 

		Awasos chuffed, as if protesting her lack of acknowledging his contribution to the moment. Then he moved forward, his massive head pushing between Stacia and Declan, his grapefruit-sized nose snuffling the young witch’s waist.

		 

		The closest camera person, a young woman, showed her guts by moving forward to capture the shot. Declan looked up, resignation on his face. “He’s shaking me down for snacks,” he said, pulling his left pants pocket inside out to show it was empty. “I ate that candy bar before the interview,” he said.

		 

		‘Sos chuffed again, sniffed Stacia’s hair, and pulled back, turning to head out of the chapel like a fur-covered D-10 dozer.

		 

		“And on that note, I believe this interview is at an end,” Brystol said into the main camera.

		

	


		Chapter 18

		 

		“Teaching us to communicate with elementals?” I asked Declan as soon as the television crew had departed.

		 

		“Yeah, I ad-libbed a bit. It sort of came to me while we were all sitting there. Your ring and his,” he pointed at Chris’s God Tear, “necklace seem to vibrate on the same frequency as elementals use. And you even said that Chris got a little earth elemental to listen to him while he had the ring. Soooo, I figure I can teach you two to talk to elementals. At least a little.”

		 

		“Why just a little?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Maybe a lot, but it’s not like you can just throw a ring on and suddenly you’re fluent in elemental,” Declan said. I opened my mouth, but he spoke first. “No matter how much of a polyglot you are. Elementals are not remotely human or human-like. Trust me when I say it’ll be completely alien to you.”

		 

		“How would we even begin?” Chris asked.

		 

		“We begin, like all things, with… training! Only this time, I’m the teacher. Let’s pick a free hour and meet on the roof,” the young witch said.

		 

		“Free hour?” I questioned. Had he ever seen my schedule?

		 

		“Priorities,” he said with a smug smile. My vision sharpened on him, focusing down on his every detail. “Just you go ahead and narrow your eyes at me, little queenie. Training is training!”

		 

		Shocked by his boldness, I turned to my Chosen. “Who is this and what happened to our polite witch?”

		 

		“There seems to have been an uprising,” Chris said, frowning slightly at Declan.

		 

		“I can squeeze you in between eight forty-five and nine thirty,” Lydia said suddenly from behind me.

		 

		“That’s only forty-five minutes,” he protested.

		 

		She pointed her tablet stylus at him. “Beggar,” she said, then reversed the sticklike rod to point at herself. “Chooser.”

		 

		He frowned at her for a moment, then nodded. “Roger that. Rooftop—eight forty-five,” Declan said, moving his index finger between Chris and me. Then he turned and left.

		 

		“You traitor,” I said to Lydia.

		 

		“Hah. He was going to be all stubborn. I saved you a full fifteen minutes of your class time,” she said.

		 

		“You realize that if he can teach us to talk to elementals, it gives us not only redundancy but a much greater ability to utilize them against the enemy?” Chris asked.

		 

		“What have I told you about teaching your grandma to suck eggs?” Lydia said.

		 

		“That you are the expert on sucking everything?” he shot back, eyebrows up.

		 

		She took a swipe at him, but he was far too fast. It was rare for Lydia to attempt physical retaliation in leu of her much stronger wit. “You worried?” I asked her.

		 

		She chewed her stylus for a moment, eyes flicking from me to Chris, obviously reluctant to answer. Then she sighed. “That kid has become vital to, well, everything.”

		 

		“And?” I prompted.

		 

		She paused. “I just worry is all,” she finally said.

		 

		Little known fact. Lydia Chapman is my worrier. Oh, it’s carefully hidden away under a diamond-hard armor of snark and hyper-efficiency, but when hiding from the bright light of day, she’ll sometimes admit to it.

		 

		“That he’ll go rogue, that he’ll flip out, or that he’ll join a political party?” Chris asked. “Or that he’ll get hurt?”

		 

		She eyed him, reluctance printed on her features. “Yes.”

		 

		“Well, those are concerns for all of us,” I said.

		 

		“Actually, I think he’ll stay Independent,” Chris said. “He’s not much for either elephants or donkeys.”

		 

		With a sigh, Lydia turned away from him and focused on me. “This is why we really, really need that kid,” she said, thumbing at my mate.

		 

		Several hours later found us on top of Demidova Tower, the winds of the city whistling around us. Declan stood in front of us, wearing an absolutely delighted grin. Twenty feet away, Stacia and Lydia lay on their backs, looking up at the star constellations overhead, ignoring the three of us and just talking.

		 

		Declan held up a hand and the winds all died. Fifteen miles an hour with gusts up to about twenty-five and they just went absolutely still. Except for a faint howl of airflow.

		 

		“Do you hear that?” he asked us.

		 

		“I hear it still whistling, but nothing is blowing,” Chris noted. I nodded my agreement when our witch teacher looked my way.

		 

		“What you are hearing is Draco. That sound is kinda like his name,” he said. “It’s his power that’s muting the wind around us.”

		 

		“Where is he?” Chris asked.

		 

		“You tell me,” Declan said with a grin.

		 

		I turned and pointed at the top of the next building over to the northeast. “He’s over there somewhere.”

		 

		“Yup. Can you call him? Duplicate the sound you’re hearing?”

		 

		“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” Chris asked, even as I opened my mouth and whistled my copy of the wind sound. “How the hell did you do that?” my mate asked me.

		 

		“Your girlfriend is particularly gifted with sound. I had a feeling she might be able to do that,” Declan said. A winged figure lifted over the top of the neighboring building and began flying our way.

		 

		“How am I supposed to do that?” Chris asked.

		 

		“You aren’t. I can’t either. It’s not necessary, but if you, Tanya, can do that, I think it will be useful in building rapport with elementals. Can you generate infrasound?” Declan asked.

		 

		I frowned at him, but Chris just laughed. “Of course she can. How did you know?”

		 

		The witch shrugged. “Like I said, she’s gifted with anything to do with sound. It seemed a likely ability. It will work great with Earth and Fire elementals. Water and Air use somewhat higher frequencies, I think.”

		 

		“You think? Aren’t you our teacher?” I asked.

		 

		He pointed at his ear. “No super hearing, remember? But based on what Stacia has heard, it seems to be the case.”

		 

		The little dragon flapped up and landed on the building’s edge, just behind Declan, who didn’t even turn around. I realized that Draco wasn’t so little anymore. His wings each stretched more than twelve feet and his head rose half a foot over Declan’s as he balanced behind him.

		 

		“If you can’t hear those sounds or duplicate them, how do you communicate?” Chris asked Declan.

		 

		“I have other senses. What you might call a witch sense or magic sense. It works great with all of them, but they all generate their own noises as well. I’m thinking you, Chris, should attempt the same kind of mental imaging that you told me you used to use with Okwari.”

		 

		Chris turned and gave me a look… a half-question, half-bemused sort of expression. My link told me he was slightly surprised by Declan saying almost word for word what he had said in the cave in Morocco. Only slightly though because where our warlock was involved, surprises were commonplace.

		 

		“Try it,” Declan said, noticing Chris’s look but pressing forward with the lesson.

		 

		“How? What? I don’t know where to begin?” Chris said.

		 

		“Ask him how big his wings are now, picture him spreading them out,” Declan suggested.

		 

		Chris frowned but I felt him concentrate. Almost instantly, Draco spread his wings out, spanning two dozen feet.

		 

		“He’s an Air Elemental but he lives in a body you created and somehow he’s growing?” I asked.

		 

		Declan turned and studied his dragon. “Yeah, I don’t really have an answer for any of that. I mean, a winged creature is automatically a being of the air, but why did he move into it? I ask him but all I get is a feeling of amusement. And I don’t have any idea of how the growth thing works.”

		 

		Draco preened for a us a bit then folded his wings, tucking his head underneath one wing to snuffle at a scale which promptly fell off, fluttering to the rooftop.

		 

		“Do those replace themselves?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Yes, they do, and before you ask, no… I have no idea how. My working theory is that Draco is a creature of magic, being elemental, and somehow his magic has altered the shell I created. Small elementals do grow, over time,” Declan said.

		 

		“As much as he does?” Chris asked.

		 

		Declan frowned. “I haven’t really seen that, but then I don’t see the same elementals that often. I meet them and then move to others.”

		 

		“Is it possible that by sort of… partnering with you, he’s increased his rate of growth or something?” I asked.

		 

		Immediately I felt a wave of something… smugness maybe… wash over me. I glanced at Chris but knew before I did that it hadn’t come from him. We both turned back to Declan, who smiled. “That was him. I think that might have been an answer of sorts, Tanya.”

		 

		“That was more feeling than image,” Chris said, scratching his short hair as he thought about it.

		 

		“It’ll vary. Some use feelings, some use images. Tanya, did you hear anything?” Declan asked.

		 

		I thought about it, replaying the moment in my head. “Actually, now that I think about it, there was another whistle sound, but different.”

		 

		Chris frowned. “I heard something but ignored it.”

		 

		“Draco, can you do that again?” Declan asked.

		 

		Instantly I felt the same wave of emotion and heard the whistling sound. Chris’s face reflected shock.

		 

		“Wait… we can just ask them questions? Out loud?” he asked Declan. “Why all the mental imagery stuff if they understand words?”

		 

		“Draco understands me, and lately, Stacia, but it doesn’t have to do with actual auditory words or language. More about how my brain, or hers, processes each sentence. I would say it is like he is tuned into us. I want you both to learn to tune into elementals. So, we start with Draco, who has had more interaction with humans than any elemental anywhere. Next we’ll work with Robbie, who has the second most experience. Plus, he’s an Earth elemental, so you’ll begin to appreciate the big differences between type, age, and size—not to mention personality.”

		 

		“Oh,” my Chosen said, scratching his head again.

		 

		“Okay, let’s have you both try to ask Draco a question,” our teacher said, standing with his hands behind his back as if he was in front of a class.

		

	


		Chapter 19

		 

		After thirty minutes of mixed results trying to communicate with the dragon, he took us to the lowest basement, which was below the first level, where the twenty-five-yard shooting range and training rooms were, and below the living level, where we kept our real apartments and suites. This lowest basement was mostly storage, and mostly one big space. Lydia made a point of looking at her wrist when Declan was watching, her none-so-subtle way of telling him time was ticking.

		 

		“Yeah, I still got twelve minutes left, mighty mite. Enough time to get a feel for Robbie,” the witch said. On cue, a three-square-yard section of the concrete floor behind him shifted, rumbled and cracked apart, then stood up.

		 

		I’ve seen Robbie before, multiple times, but he almost always takes a different form, forged out of whatever earth materials are handy. Tonight, he stood high enough that he had to hunch over to avoid brushing the ten-foot ceiling. He too had grown visibly larger since last I’d seen him.

		 

		“Wow, I never noticed the infrasound before, but I sure do now,” Chris said, rubbing both arms as if to warm them… or banish goosebumps.

		 

		Immediately, I noticed it too, but again, a half second behind my mate.

		 

		“That was his signature sound,” Declan said, “his name, so to speak. Robbie, would you do it again?”

		 

		This time I was ready and almost felt it more than heard it. Immediately, I tried to copy it, humming it back. Declan closed both eyes like he was listening, but I knew he couldn’t hear it. “Almost. Drag it out a little longer.”

		 

		I tried a second time and our teacher nodded at the same time his massive stone monster rumbled an agreement.

		 

		“That was correct, right?” Chris asked, looking astonished. “She got it right and he agreed?”

		 

		“Yup, exactly,” Declan said. “It’s possible that both of you will find it easier to communicate with Robbie, at least initially, because of the low tones. Once you get used to Draco, you’ll find he’s a chatterbox compared to Robbie.”

		 

		Behind us, Stacia chuckled. “Like night and day,” she said.

		 

		“You know, I heard that sound too?” Lydia said, eyes a little wide.

		 

		“Well, you all have hearing in his range, unlike us mere humans,” Declan said. Lydia grunted a little at the word mere. Declan ignored her, turning back to his pet monster. Listen to me, born vampire, calling another a monster. Yet the stone giant was so different, so alien. A towering mass of moving rock and earth that had to weigh twice what ‘Sos did, yet it stood, like a wall, as Declan walked over and laid a hand on one massive arm. Still holding its arm, he beckoned us over with his free hand.

		 

		Malleable stone is a dangerous thing. I knew our speed was much greater and had some confidence that some of our weapons would have some kind of impact but honestly, how do you kill stone?

		 

		Nonetheless, we both approached the massive thing. Bits of concrete dust fell from it in tiny puffs as it stood motionless. Declan grabbed Chris’s arm and put it on the elemental’s. A second later, he did the same to me.

		 

		I felt a faint vibration, a deep thrum that passed up my arm and went through my chest, down to the soles of my feet. For all the distance that it traveled through me, it was… mild.

		 

		“What is that?” Chris asked.

		 

		“That is an Earth elemental at rest. I would say it is analogous to a cat’s purr, but that’s not exactly right either,” Declan said. “But it is generally a good thing to feel. Robbie, would you demonstrate a growl?”

		 

		The vibration instantly changed and I suddenly found myself and my mate fifteen feet from the rock monster. Declan stood by its side, looking amused. “That’s the vibration of a pissed-off elemental. Infrasound.” He was completely unaffected, which told me never to use my own version against him. A glance back at the elevator showed Lydia Clinging to the ceiling and Stacia leaning casually against the wall… smiling. There was another I would avoid wasting my sound weapon against.

		 

		Lydia dropped to her feet and tapped her wrist for Declan’s benefit. “Still got four minutes left,” he said. “Plenty of time for one last demonstration. Robbie, would you tell Chris and Tanya what you like about their building?”

		 

		Another vibration flowed through the ground to our feet and maybe even through the air, although I couldn’t be certain about that. I instantly became aware of the curious fact that our building happened to be centered on top of a deep column of bedrock, one without voids or faults, tunnels, or subways. And that was a good thing… a comforting thing.

		 

		“He likes the solid rock underneath the foundation?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Very much. It comforts him,” Declan said, nodding before looking at me.

		 

		“And it lacks weaknesses,” I said.

		 

		“Excellent. Important points to an earth elemental. So that about wraps up tonight’s lesson. But you see how effective this communication can be?”

		 

		“I didn’t really get all that?” Lydia said.

		 

		“It will take longer for you without having a God Tear. Stacia’s gotten pretty good from constant exposure,” Declan said.

		 

		“But most elementals don’t really notice me, except some of the Air. I think you either need to have a fancy God stone or have his genetics,” Stacia said with a nod toward her mate.

		 

		“We have to go,” Lydia said. “The schedule waits for no man.”

		 

		“I’m not a man,” I said.

		 

		“Yes, well, it will wait for you, but not these two clowns,” she said. Behind us, I heard a rumble. When I glanced back, Declan’s giant pet rock was gone, the concrete floor smooth and unbroken, as if it had never been. I glanced at the witch.

		 

		“He does exceptional masonry work as well,” he said with a smirk.

		

	


		Chapter 20

		 

		Stacia and Declan took the stairs up to the floor above, where they had a suite. It had been Declan’s space in the Tower since he had been our intern, then both of theirs by the end of that summer. We encouraged them to stay there as much as possible, which they mostly did, although they sometimes stayed with Stacia’s mom.

		 

		Lydia, Chris, and I took the elevator up to the admin level. “I actually got some of that,” Lydia said. “And it was weird as hell,” she added, rubbing her arms.

		 

		“Yeah, I’ve never realized just how different elementals are,” Chris agreed. “I mean, we see Draco all the time, but I don’t ever think about him as an Air elemental, ‘cause, well… dragon.”

		 

		“Growing dragon,” I said.

		 

		“Right?” Lydia said. “Every time I see them, they’re bigger than the last.”

		 

		“Well, Draco as much as confirmed that it has something to do with being near Declan,” I said. “At least that’s what I got from it, and it sounded like Declan agreed.”

		 

		“Stacia told me that the dragon was smaller than a cat when Declan first made it for his game. That was a number of years before he made Robbie, or Robbie’s shell or whatever the hell he did,” Lydia said.

		 

		“So, in something over a dozen years, Draco went from small pet size to big man size,” Chris mused. “Like over ten times larger.”

		 

		“Stacia also said it seems to have been faster recently,” Lydia added.

		 

		“Sure seems that way to me as well,” I said. “Since the kid’s been messing around with elementals on two worlds in that same timeframe, it makes me wonder if his elemental friends are benefiting from all that raw elemental power around him.”

		 

		“It’s a decent working hypothesis, at least for now,” Lydia said, eyes unfocused.

		 

		“What’s next on the schedule?” I asked.

		 

		“Oh, you get a short break. But at ten o’clock, the three of us are meeting that witch, Hope, and her mother,” she said.

		 

		“And you left our own witch out of the loop on purpose,” Chris said.

		 

		“First meeting. We need to get a feel for this girl before we expose Kid Magic to her. Stacia wants to go visit her mom and so they’ll be gone before our guests arrive,” Lydia said.

		At ten, Lydia ushered Hope and her mother, Amoy, into my office. Chris rose at the same time I did, meeting the two women halfway across the office floor.

		 

		Amoy was tall, model slender and exotically beautiful, with skin the color of rich mahogany. Hope was a little shorter than her mother, curvier and lighter in skin tone. She had light hazel eyes and extremely pretty features, though not as exotic as her mother’s. Both of their heartbeats were going fast, and my mate’s greeting caused a little flutter in the rhythms.

		 

		I extended my hand to them, noticing them notice my cooler skin, then waved a hand at the comfortable seating area. There were three upholstered chairs, all a neutral cream color, and a loveseat covered in black leather. The cube tub chairs were gone, including the one I had broken. When each of our guests was seated in her own chair, Chris joined me on the loveseat and Lydia took the final wingback, looking particularly tiny.

		 

		“Thank you so much for helping me,” Hope said before any of us could speak. It came out in a rush and her glance at her mother was met with a microflash of frown. Mom was worried.

		 

		“You did something to help people, and we don’t think that should be punished. You should have probably discussed it with your employer before doing it, but it was very well intentioned,” I said.

		 

		It was Hope’s turn to frown slightly. “I am fairly certain that asking permission wouldn’t have been well received either. My ex-employer was pretty shocked and maybe afraid when they found out I was a witch.”

		 

		“I spoke to the CEO and while he never admitted any such thing, I got the impression he was hugely relieved that we were involved,” Lydia said.

		 

		“Why… are you involved?” Amoy asked, her tone a bit demanding and a bit unfriendly.

		 

		“Because we help young witches instead of hounding, hurting, or hunting them,” I said. “As a mother, I understand your caution. But if you know anything about us, you know we aren’t your enemies.”

		 

		Amoy stared at me, meeting my eyes directly. She was afraid—of me, for her daughter, maybe of society’s reaction. But her gaze never wavered. I held her eyes and merely smiled. After a moment, she looked at her daughter. “I have always told her to keep it hidden. Always,” she said with the accent of her island birthplace.

		 

		“Ah, but sometimes a witch has no choice but to act,” Chris said, earning himself a surprised look from Hope and a frown from Amoy. “We know quite a few, and the need to balance things is as much a part of them as the ability to manipulate energy,” he said. “We see it at Arcane all the time.”

		 

		“Miss Chapman said something about the school,” Hope asked, looking at my mate with uncertain eyes.

		 

		“We co-founded a college of sorts, in conjunction with the government’s Oracle group, in upstate Vermont,” Chris said. “It’s a way for young people with supernatural abilities to attend college, earn a degree, learn about how to handle their abilities, and find a place in the world. We call it College Arcane.”

		 

		She nodded, eyes wide. “I’ve read about it… on Brystol Chatterjee’s blog. You made it for the Warlock.”

		 

		The way she said warlock was loaded with feeling, most of it awe. Our witch kid had himself a fan. A big fan.

		 

		“We did,” Chris agreed. “Declan and his friend put their necks out for our goddaughter. We wanted to help them, but now he mostly helps us.”

		 

		“You mean Caeco Jensen, his girlfriend at the time,” Hope said, leaning forward in her chair a bit. I glanced at Lydia, who was studying the girl with a tiny furrow between her eyes. Her eyes shot my way even as her expression smoothed out.

		 

		“You’re pretty up on events,” Lydia noted.

		 

		“Sorry, I kinda geeked out a little,” the girl said, looking just slightly embarrassed.

		 

		“My daughter has followed him closely. He has been something of an example for her,” Amoy said. From the way she said example, I could tell she was both amused and maybe slightly concerned about her daughter’s obvious fixation. “Hope, you do realize you are here, with Heaven’s representatives on Earth, while your hero is who knows where?”

		 

		“Oh, I’m so sorry. And you have already done so much for me, getting those charges dropped and all that,” Hope said, looking abashed. “It’s just that he’s why I decided to put my charm on those baby blankets in the first place. I mean, I was there, working in the factory, and our shift manager read us a letter from a woman who had to rush from a burning building with her baby wrapped in one of our blankets. We treat them with special flame retardants, and it kept her daughter from getting burned. So I wondered what the Warlock would do to a blanket.”

		 

		Lydia chuckled, causing both mother and daughter to turn her way. “Sorry, my imagination went into overdrive when you said that. I pictured a ferocious pink baby blanket fighting bad guys and flying out of burning houses.”

		 

		Chris snorted and Lydia whipped around. “Oh come on… you know that punk would over-engineer some super spell or something!”

		 

		“No, no, I agree,” he said, holding up one hand. “I had my own burst of imagery.”

		 

		Hope was looking between the two of them, frowning slightly. I had been watching her and saw the moment the confusion had appeared on her face—when Lydia had called her hero a punk. “Lydia has a brother-sister relationship with Declan. She picks on him constantly,” I explained.

		 

		“Wow, it’s surreal to be here with all of you and know that he’s probably been right in this office too.”

		 

		I shared another glance with Lydia, then looked Chris’s way. He nodded.

		 

		“Actually, just a couple of hours ago. At the moment, he’s out in Brooklyn, but he’ll be back later. He has quarters here in the Tower,” I said.

		 

		Hope’s face went blank for a moment, then her eyes got really, really wide. Her mouth opened but nothing came out and then she looked almost panicky. I mentally upgraded her fandom to super mode.

		 

		“Do you want to meet him?” Chris asked, like an absolute idiot. I mean, I love my Chosen with all my heart, but really? Hope was seconds away from hyperventilating.

		 

		“Let her get used to the idea while we explain what we were thinking in regard to College Arcane,” I suggested.

		 

		Amoy turned to me, very interested, while her daughter struggled to keep focused on the conversation. “The short take is that we want to offer Hope a full ride to College Arcane. Tuition, room, board, supplies, and a stipend for spending money,” I said.

		 

		“That is fantastically generous,” Amoy said. “What’s the catch?”

		 

		“There’s just one,” I said. “When she graduates, we get first dibs on offering her a job, and by we, I mean this corporation and Oracle. You have no obligation to accept either of us, but we, at least, get first crack at interviewing you.”

		 

		Amoy stared at me, frowning, while Hope’s mouth was hanging open. “Let me see if I got this right…” Hope started. “You pay my full ride to college, including spending money, and all you ask in return is the chance to offer me a job?”

		 

		“Yes. There are a few other stipulations in the fine print,” I said. “You have to keep your grades up, as you would for any scholarship, and there is a code of ethical conduct that if you breech, you lose our support.”

		 

		“Ethical conduct?” Hope asked.

		“Using your craft on other students outside of lessons, using it to benefit yourself at the expense of others, using drugs, breaking laws, bullying. Those sorts of things,” Chris said.

		 

		“Using my powers on other students outside of lessons?” Hope asked.

		 

		“Yes, you’ll have lessons where you apply your powers on or against other students, particularly in the survival and self-defense classes,” I said.

		 

		“That means they’ll be attacking me too,” she said, alarmed.

		 

		“Yes, but it’s all very tightly controlled. Declan’s aunt has taken over many of the witch classes and she’s extremely careful,” Chris said.

		 

		“His aunt? Ashling O’Carroll? Teaches classes?” she asked, her fear instantly replaced by awe.

		 

		“Yeah, she sorta insisted,” my mate said. “We had a few hiccups when we first opened the school, mostly involving Declan, and she stepped in to fix them. Declan teaches sometimes too, but his recent schedule has interfered with those.”

		 

		Hope was speechless, but her mother remained grounded and slightly worried.

		 

		“This is a lot, I know,” I said. “You don’t have to do any of this. It’s totally up to you.”

		 

		“What about the blanket company?” Amoy asked.

		 

		“What about them?”

		 

		“Will they press charges if Hope doesn’t take your offer?” she asked.

		 

		“Nope. They’re ecstatic because we contracted for almost their entire output of baby blankets this year. We’re shipping them to the college and the witch students will continue what Hope started. Ashling is already working up a general-purpose charm,” Lydia said.

		 

		“What?” Hope asked, mouth hanging open.

		 

		“It’s a great idea. So our witch students are going to charm the blankets, then we’ll donate them to mothers around the world, or to nonprofits to sell as a source of fundraising,” Lydia said.

		 

		“So rich people will buy them to protect their babies and the poor mother will get nothing?” Amoy demanded. She was starting to piss me off.

		 

		“Not how it will work. Low-income parents will get them for free. Higher-income parents will have to buy them, and the money will help charities,” I said. My expression must have changed because Hope’s mother’s heart started to race and Hope herself suddenly looked worried.

		 

		“Amoy,” Chris said, his voice and tone succeeding in dragging her attention away from me. “We’ve fixed you daughter’s legal problem, offered her a scholarship, and are expanding her excellent idea to a much bigger platform. We are not trying to influence her or take advantage of her,” he said in a firm tone. “You both can decline any or all of our offers. The charges have been dropped and will stay dropped. But please don’t insult my wife’s generosity.”

		 

		“Mom!” Hope said, aghast.

		 

		Someone knocked at the door and when I said “Come in,” it opened and Nika popped in. “Sorry to interrupt. Just got back and thought you needed to see this,” my blonde sister said, handing me a note. Our telepath had been off skulking about the FBI Headquarters, learning what only she could. But this note must have been what she picked up as she approached the office.

		 

		The mother is afraid you will take her daughter away from her or influence Hope against her. Hope is her world and she feels incredibly threatened by all that you can do for her that she can’t.

		 

		“Oh, and on a side note, Stacia and Declan came in the same time I did,” Nika said innocently while my heart was busy going out to the brave but scared mother seated across from me. “I think they’re on their way up. Her mom had a date that they didn’t know about.”

		 

		“Thank you, Nika,” I said, then introduced her to our guests. “Your update is perfect.”

		 

		“Of course it is,” she said with a smile. “Hear that, Lydia?”

		 

		“Oh please,” Lydia rolled her eyes. She leaned over and spoke aside to Hope. “She’s so competitive.”

		 

		I handed the note to Chris and looked at Amoy. “You are obviously an excellent mother,” I said. “You have my admiration and I fully understand your protectiveness for your daughter. If you don’t mind me saying so, it’s very vampiric.”

		 

		Amoy frowned, looking from me to Chris, who had finished the note. “That’s a major compliment,” he said. Before she could form a response, there was another knock on the door and when I said “Come in,” another blonde head, this one platinum white, poked in.

		 

		“Sorry. Lisle said you had special company and we wanted to say hi,” Stacia said, moving into the room to let her boyfriend in behind her.

		 

		“Hey. You must be Hope,” Declan said with a friendly smile. “I wanted to meet you ever since Omega shared your story with me. I’m—” He never got a chance to finish.

		 

		“Oh, I know who you are,” Hope gushed.

		 

		“You do?” he asked, clearly surprised. His girlfriend laughed. “He’s always so shocked when anyone recognizes him.”

		 

		“But you’re both so famous,” Hope said.

		 

		“She’s famous,” Declan said. “I try to hide in the shadows.”

		 

		“Why?” Hope asked, her awe replaced by confusion at his words.

		 

		“Because being the center of attention is not my thing. Shouldn’t be any witch’s thing,” he said. “People get too weirded out by our abilities, more so than vampires or werewolves.”

		 

		“See, exactly as I have told you,” Amoy said to her daughter. I introduced them to her.

		 

		“Has anyone ever told you that you should be a model?” Stacia asked Amoy.

		 

		“Mom was a model,” Hope said proudly.

		 

		“Why was? Why not still?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“She was blacklisted for events that were not her fault,” I said to Stacia.

		 

		“That’s some bullshit,” Stacia said. “Excuse me, but it is. I bet my own agent would just about kill to represent you.”

		 

		“You are being kind,” Amoy said.

		 

		“Nope. Just blunt,” Stacia said.

		 

		“That’s kind of her thing,” Declan said.

		 

		From there, the meeting devolved into separate conversations, with Lydia and Stacia talking seriously with Amoy while Declan and Chris tried to talk with a starstruck Hope. Nika filled me in on her Coven news, holding off on the results of her covert visit to FBI headquarters. Apparently my Darkkin sisters and brothers were buzzing about two of our three Elders currently travelling to China for some unknown reason.

		 

		After about ten minutes, Lydia skillfully reminded us of an upcoming appointment and we gently ushered the mother and daughter to the elevators. I was feeling great about the whole thing as Hope and Amoy stepped into the elevator car, turning to wave goodbye. My eyes happened to be on Hope as the doors started to close. Beside me, Declan one-arm hugged Stacia and at that moment, a microflicker crossed the girl witch’s face. Then the doors slid all the way shut.

		 

		I stood for an instant, processing what I had seen, then turned to look at Nika. My telepathic sister was frozen in place, eyes locked on the elevator, a frown forming between her brows.

		 

		While I don’t have the psychic ability to read minds or emotions, my short lifetime of intense combat training and business confrontation has taught me to read body language and facial cues with a high degree of accuracy. Hope’s face as she saw Declan hug Stacia had changed. If it had just been a flash of jealousy, I would understand. Instead, what I had seen was something entirely different. I saw a flicker of something I could only call rage, but the really odd part was the face wearing it wasn’t Hope’s. I mean, it was Hope’s head and body, but for a microsecond, it wasn’t. It was almost the same as when I face Grim rather than Chris.

		 

		Nika met my eyes and shook her head in the smallest possible way. I took that to mean she too had sensed something off but didn’t get enough to understand what had happened.

		 

		We shared our look for a moment more until Lydia spoke. “Okay. Arkady and Deckert are waiting to update us on the investigation on the firefighter fiasco,” she said, holding the door open to the conference room attached to my office.

		

	


		Chapter 21

		 

		“So who is running this one?” I asked.

		 

		“Is me,” Arkady said. “Nika, would you tell us what you have learned?”

		 

		My giant Russian warrior chief of security was only that polite with Nika. Being a powerful telepath, she was very aware of how he felt. Her own feelings were more complicated, and she was reluctant to talk about them much, even with Lydia and me.

		 

		“Bureau security wasn’t really an issue,” Nika said. Security manned by people is usually not much good against our powerful telepath. She can pick door codes, security procedures, and guard schedules from agents’ minds like a skilled pickpocket in a crowd, and she can influence watchers to look the wrong way. If confronted, she almost always knows just the right thing to say.

		 

		“Special Agent Jay has been handed control of the case,” she said, frowning.

		 

		“Set up to fail?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“She certainly thinks so. But she’s not shying away, and I believe Omega is helping her,” she said, lifting her eyes to the ceiling. Light flickered from an insectile drone on the conference room wall and Omega’s new avatar was suddenly standing there, smiling at her.

		 

		“Yes, I am, although I’m keeping it on the down-low. Feeding her information through her personal cell phone,” Omega said.

		 

		“Well, the fake firemen don’t know a great deal. They were all recruited with promises of money, expedited citizenship, and a life of plenty and freedom for their families. Their training was minimal, and their plan was overly simplistic to be anything other than a trap for us.”

		 

		“You mean if we had engaged in a firefight or if any of us had reacted with violence?” Chris asked.

		 

		“That’s exactly what I mean. There was way more effort and care put into smuggling them into the United States than there was in training them. They were all brought to a desert location out West, and none of them had any idea of even which state they were in. The people who handled them seemed like criminals, not soldiers or agents. All of them were transported blindfolded and locked inside a windowless truck. A couple of weeks learning to drive fire equipment, wear protective gear, and speak like firefighters, and then they went back into trucks until they got here to New York.”

		 

		“Was there anything useful to glean from your trip to the Bureau?” I asked.

		 

		“Not so much from them, but I did pick up some interesting thoughts from several high-ranked Bureau agents,” Nika said with a sly smile. “Not the highest ranks, which were, to a person, baffled. But two layers or so down from the top, I heard a couple of lower director types thinking bad thoughts. Specifically, the visiting Executive Assistant Director for National Security was intently monitoring Agent Jay’s efforts and felt very smug when the suspects revealed how little they knew. He’d been actively worrying up until then. I couldn’t get any specifics though.”

		 

		“Jared Mulvaney,” Omega said as a new hologram appeared, hovering over the conference room table. The man was probably approaching middle age, white with ginger hair and dark eyes. “He’s held that Executive Assistant Director position for three years. Seventeen years with the Bureau. I’m dispatching micro drones to surveil him now. I will review his digital footprint while we continue.”

		 

		“The other hit I got was an assistant director for information and technology,” Nika said. “First name of Rachael. She wasn’t near the suspects but came into the federal building’s cafeteria while I was getting a cup of tea. She was feeling victorious and treating herself to a Starbucks mocha from the embedded café. So I followed her. Turns out she’s set up some kind of electronic early warning signal if Omega’s digital tendrils get too close.”

		 

		“Rachael LeBorron,” Omega said as a second hologram appeared over the table. “Cybersecurity whiz kid, MIT graduate in computer science summa cum laude. Recruited to the Bureau five years ago and made fast advances through the Information and Technology Branch. I’m reading much of her work now. Hmm, she’s written a series of papers about me, including one that postulates what she suspects are my vulnerabilities.”

		 

		“How come you didn’t know about it?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“Because it was an actual paper. Nothing digital, at least when she first wrote it. She used a standalone computer in a secure room with its own attached printer. But I just now found pictures of the paper on a SAC’s bureau cell phone. Time to drill in on her as well.”

		 

		“Cautiously,” Declan said. “She likely has warning devices set up around herself.”

		 

		“She does,” Nika said, looking at Declan in surprise.

		 

		He shrugged. “It’s a witch kind of thing to do. Her computer mojo is rather like crafting, so it stands to reason she’d be worried about others hacking her, just like witches get…”

		 

		“Paranoid?” Stacia offered.

		 

		He looked at her for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, we get kind of paranoid. With good reason, though. Everyone is out to get us.”

		 

		“Salem was before even my time, Scooter,” Lydia said.

		 

		“What’s your point, grandma? Are you saying we should just forget about it?” he responded.

		 

		“Back to briefing, no?” Arkady rumbled. “Deckert?”

		 

		“I’m hearing stories of people interfering with the Border Patrol who aren’t in the chain of command. Hard to pin down exact agencies but some fingers are pointing to CIA, DOD, DIA, and NSA,” Deckert reported.

		 

		“Any way to narrow it down?” I asked.

		 

		“My apologies on being unclear. I meant that elements from each of those organizations were involved at various points. Not always direct agents but sometimes known associates. Some of them would easily lend themselves to the criminal element that Nika reported,” he said.

		 

		“So it’s a subgroup of people from all throughout the intelligence community,” Lydia said. “What were they hoping to accomplish?”

		 

		“Two-prong attack,” Stacia said. “Create an opening for the Circles of witches outside to attack and create a public uproar at a bloodbath at the hands of America’s heroes.”

		 

		Lydia slow clapped. “I agree with blondie.”

		 

		I turned to Declan. “What do you know about the Circles that attacked the Tower?”

		 

		“There were three and unlike the firefighters, they all worked well together, channeling power through one conduit. The witch embedded with the firefighters wasn’t, I think, a member of any of the Circles. She felt like someone cut off from her people. Pretty strong but thoroughly confused by my wards. It was like she expected one thing and found something else. The lead witch is likely either dead or in a hospital, or at least in a coma,” he said.

		 

		“Why?” I asked.

		 

		“Which part? Why dead? Because when I felt the building’s wards flare up, I fired off a counterspell back along the attack spell’s path, so to speak. I felt something break.”

		 

		“Why would the single witch be expecting one thing and instead find another?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Because I change the wards quite often,” Declan said. “I’ve modified and improved them probably ten or twelve times since I first warded the building.”

		 

		“Paranoid is good, dah?” Arkady asked with an approving nod at the witch.

		 

		“Paranoid is survival,” Declan said. “Especially when you have both Fairie queens, their daughters, demons from Hell, Vorsook agents, and your own government looking to take you out.”

		 

		“Do you need to change them again?” I asked.

		 

		“Already did,” he said before turning to Nika. “What have they done with the witch?”

		 

		“Agent Jay has her in a special cell that Oracle created for the Bureau. I couldn’t get near her,” Nika said.

		 

		“Security even you couldn’t beat?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Caeco Jensen on guard duty. She of the Warlock protective amulet who knows me on sight,” Nika said with a glance at Declan. He suddenly looked mildly guilty.

		 

		“I gave the president his own amulet and he, I think, gave her back the one she lent him,” Declan said. “Or so I heard.”

		 

		Stacia snorted at that. “You as much as told him to. Said it was made for an individual and it would start trying to get back to her by itself,” she said.

		 

		“Is that true?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“That I said that or that it would seek out its owner?” he asked, then went ahead and answered. “I did say it and I don’t know if it would do that. Hard to say. The longer you have and wear an object made for you, the more attuned it gets.”

		 

		Lydia exchanged a look with me that pretty much indicated that she was slightly weirded out by our witch.

		 

		“Emergency Services were called to a Manhattan advertising office to treat a woman for a heart attack almost at the exact time that the events occurred here,” Omega said suddenly. “She died before the EMTs even arrived. A Sonia Batiste, aged thirty-two. A backcheck of her digital footprint shows online purchases made from numerous occult suppliers, including Rowan West.”

		 

		“Lead witch?” Lydia asked Declan.

		 

		He shrugged. “Sounds like.”

		 

		“She is from a small hamlet in West Virginia and had no readily discernable association with the advertising firm,” Omega said. “Building camera footage has been deleted and the hardware was suddenly replaced due to glitches.”

		 

		“They are finding ways around you,” I said to Omega.

		 

		He smiled. “I know… it’s kind of fun. The game is afoot.”

		 

		“He likes Sherlock Holmes,” Declan said when we all glanced at each other.

		 

		“I do,” Omega agreed. “The deductions are… fun. Flawed yet fun. I’ve now widened my search to include every aspect of Jared Mulvaney and Rachael LeBorron’s lives. Family, friends, acquaintances, co-workers, work email, private email, finances, Wednesday bachata classes, trivia night at the local brewpub.”

		 

		“That woman takes bachata classes?” Lydia asked, staring closely at the computer tech’s hologram.

		 

		“No, Jared does, with his wife, Riley,” Omega explained. “Ah, interesting. Jared’s brother worked as an intern for Senator Dan Tommasse, from… West Virginia. And Rachael’s college roommate’s aunt is a lobbyist who meets frequently with Susan King, Congresswoman from Missouri. Both individuals attended the meeting that McHugh referenced regarding the twins.”

		 

		“Suspicious but hardly conclusive,” I said.

		 

		“Patterns, Tanya, that are beginning to emerge. I will find more of them now that I know where to look,” the supercomputer said with a pleased smile. “Allow me a few minutes to see what else is out there.” The avatar froze, eyes staring straight ahead, expression locked into a slightly disturbing smile.

		 

		“It seems overly stupid,” Lydia said.

		 

		“Right?” I agreed. “What was their end game?”

		 

		“What if it’s not their endgame?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“Oh! You might be on to something,” Nika agreed with whatever the blonde werewolf was thinking. They smiled at each other.

		 

		“Yo, the rest of us are still here,” Lydia pointed out.

		 

		“It’s just that the bitches, er, I mean Queens of Fairie and their delightful daughters are always in the back of my mind, not to mention the Vorsook,” Stacia said. “This plan is stupid even for our elected leaders. What if the Queens or aliens are behind it somehow?”

		 

		“Human intuition is fascinating,” Omega said, coming back alive suddenly. “I’ve traced three hundred and seventeen connections back from these two agents. I’ve also run down nine hundred and eighty-one connections from the false emergency personnel held by the FBI. Correlating them against the other government officials at the clandestine meeting that Senator McHugh mentioned, which took place in a professionally debugged back room at a Washington, DC restaurant, revealed a couple of interesting coincidences. First, the company that handled the electronic anti-surveillance screening of the room—and incidentally missed one of my smallest drones, by the way—is owned by a European firm. Eight of the fake firefighters were provided with false identification whose production methods are consistent with a Middle Eastern forger who recently received large deposits to supposedly secure accounts in the Bahamas. Those funds ultimately derived from various enterprises whose parent company is headquartered in Belgium. The man who runs that company is named Emil Fuchs. He also has an interest in the European security firm.”

		 

		A photograph, rather than a hologram, appeared over the table. “This is the only photo I’ve been able to find so far for Mr. Fuchs. He is purportedly of German birth. Father, Stacia, what do you think?” Omega asked.

		 

		I was puzzled why he asked those two in particular. The man in the photo had light brown hair, gray eyes, and was quite good-looking. High cheekbones, a sharp, fine nose, and thin lips. As of the time of the photo, he looked to be in his thirties.

		 

		“He reminds me of the elves in Idiria,” Declan said. “They have blended features of both Winter and Summer elves.”

		 

		“He looks like Stocan’s evil cousin,” Stacia said. I raised my eyebrows. “He’s like the seneschal of Idiria or something,” she explained.

		 

		“I concur as well,” Omega said. “There is a fifty-eight percent facial feature match with elven physiology.”

		 

		Arkady grunted. “Is good plan. Sow discord and anger toward this group. Drive you all away, perhaps to Fairie.”

		 

		“Makes even more sense if word got to this Fuchs guy that Declan was thinking of leaving Earth,” Lydia said.

		 

		“But our interview would likely tell him that the breaking point hadn’t been reached,” I said. “Sooo… I would expect another blow soon.”

		 

		“To say that the interview is currently the most referenced event on social media, blogs, and even televised news media is a vast understatement,” Omega said.

		 

		“Which way is the wind blowing?” Declan asked.

		 

		“Almost equally balanced between negative responses and positive ones,” Omega answered. “There are those who believe in you all and those who are either afraid of all of our abilities or suspicious of our intentions, or both. The latter claim that Barbiel was a hoax.”

		 

		“You’re right,” the witch said to me. “It would make sense for this Fuchs dude to trigger another push or two. When and if he does, we should have a response ready. Actually, I should have said that we need responses ready.”

		 

		“Yeah, I have a few thoughts on that. Let’s hash it out now,” I said.

		 

		“You got like fifteen minutes, then it’s time for your Executive Committee meeting,” Lydia said. “You do have a company to run, you know?”

		 

		“Okay, oh master of the almighty schedule. I hear you,” I said. “Let’s use this precious time to lay out a few potential attacks and a set of possible counters.”

		

	


		Chapter 22

		 

		The next attack came well after midnight, early into Friday morning. I was at my desk, responding to the most essential and vital emails. Chris was watching the twins in the conference room next door, so he heard when Lydia opened my door and poked her face inside. “It’s happening, or at least I think it’s happening,” she said.

		 

		The conference door popped open and my Chosen stood in the doorway, eyebrows up.

		 

		“It’ll be easier if you hear it right from the horse’s ass… I mean mouth,” Lydia said without even a smirk, then she stepped in and aside and let a very sleepy-looking Declan and a bed-headed Stacia into the room, Nika following close behind.

		 

		“I just had a call from my Aunt Darci,” Declan said, rubbing one eye. They would only have been asleep for a few hours and it looked like waking up was hard. Still, had it been me, awakened before nightfall, I would have had a much harder time gaining any semblance of wakefulness at all. My de facto sisters would have been nearly comatose.

		 

		“And?” I asked.

		 

		“Her sister called her. Their church apparently has a possession case,” Declan said. “Darci asked if I would, in turn, ask you all for help.”

		 

		“I don’t get it… of course we would help,” Chris said.

		 

		“Darci and her sister don’t get along. She’s ultra-religious and hates most of Darci’s life choices,” Declan said.

		 

		“She has an issue with your aunt’s sexual orientation?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Oddly, no. At least it doesn’t seem to be a big issue. More like her choice of life partners. She doesn’t believe you should suffer witches. She’s scared of my Aunt Ash, and she’s always been absolutely terrified of me. Called me Damien once.”

		 

		“What did you say to that?” Lydia asked. “Or did you just whammy her with boils on the butt?”

		 

		He frowned at her till Stacia bumped him. “She’s messing with you.”

		 

		He looked back at Lydia, who laughed. “Of course I am. I bet you just corrected her and said No, my name is Declan.”

		 

		His confusion changed to disbelief. “Ah, yeah, actually that’s exactly what I did. Anyway… my point is that Alice would never ask her witch-loving sister for help with a religious problem unless someone else forced her to.”

		“What do you know about the possession?” Chris asked.

		 

		“It’s the son of one of the church leaders. My understanding is it’s kind of a Pentecostal type of church. It’s located in about the middle of Maine, actually not all that far from where we were just recently. The boy, who is like twelve or thirteen, has been rebellious before but just recently went full-on bat shit crazy, which is Darci’s phrase, not mine,” Declan said. “Attacked his father, full-on foul language, throwing shit, and when they attempted their own exorcism, he climbed up the wall backward.”

		 

		“When you say throwing…” I glanced at the conference room doorway and spotted my little ones hanging onto their father’s legs, “feces, you really mean feces?”

		 

		“Yup,” Declan answered, miming reaching one hand around behind his butt and flinging a handful of imaginary crap.

		 

		“What makes you think it isn’t real? That it’s our opponent’s next attack?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Because of Lilith and Burlington,” Stacia answered. “Hell has shown itself to be an ally of the Queens.”

		 

		“And I think it’s absolutely real, but it’s a trap,” Declan said.

		 

		“If you’re right, it’s a trap we can’t avoid,” Chris said.

		 

		“Because we always respond to demons.” I finished his line of thinking.

		 

		“Exactly. And it would fit with this public opinion attack,” Chris said.

		 

		“Especially if something happened to the kid when you yank that demon out,” Declan said.

		 

		That got my attention and Chris’s as well.

		 

		“You are a devious little guy, aren’t you?” Lydia mused.

		 

		“Makes sense,” Nika said. “Hell would know that it can’t win against you, but if the boy died during the removal of the entity, the whole witch-hating church would raise their social media voices against all of us.”

		 

		“I think it’s spot on,” Chris said, nodding. “My gut tells me he’s right.”

		 

		“Your gut or the demon blood still loitering in your veins?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Demon blood? That’s been gone for a long time,” Chris said, looking to me for confirmation. I nodded. “But Grim still has a feel for Hell’s antics, and this feels right,” he said.

		“What’s your excuse?” Lydia asked Declan.

		 

		“Didn’t you know? Witches are the devil’s spawn. We are born knowing how they think,” he said without even a hint of humor.

		 

		Lydia microfrowned and Stacia burst out laughing. “Oh, he got you!”

		 

		The snarkiest vampire snorted. “No. He did not,” she said, but Nika was laughing too, and that told all of us the truth. “So, what’s the plan?” she asked, looking mostly at me and Chris.

		 

		“First, where is this kid now?” Chris asked Declan.

		 

		“Darci said they’re keeping him at the parsonage next to the church. Every time they have attempted an exorcism, they’ve done it in the church itself, but all it did was make him go batsh—berserk,” Declan said, glancing down at the twins.

		 

		“Hmm, that might be almost perfect,” Chris mused, a slow smile forming on his face.

		 

		Just twenty minutes later, we were shooting across the night sky in one of Omega’s drones. It was the largest class, the new Obliterator series, and when the car-sized round orb opened in half like a Pokémon ball on steroids, there was seating for six. Instead of rows of seats like an automobile, it was one big circle seat, facing inward.

		 

		Chris was using the time to give Declan a gift he’d been meaning to present for some time. The way he went about it was downright weird. Men.

		 

		“Dekert and his guys first mentioned it to me and I kind of agree,” Chris started.

		 

		“What?” Declan asked, frowning slightly.

		 

		“Well, we all noticed that you have generally either carried your Ruger .357 or lately that Serbu shorty shotgun your Aunt Darci gave you,” Chris said carefully. Honestly it was like he was about to tell the witch that his ass was getting fat or something.

		 

		“What about them?” Declan asked, leaning back and folding his arms over his chest. Stacia glanced at me, met my eyes, and rolled her own.

		 

		“Good weapons, solid calibers, but… pretty limited capacity,” Chris said, leaning forward, forearms on his knees.

		 

		“But they’re each really just a backup weapon. My magic is always going to be my first and best weapon,” the witch said.

		 

		“Of course. Same here. In fact, I hardly carry a gun anymore at all. But there have been times when you used each of them, and to great effect. The guys all just thought maybe you should consider something with a bit more capacity.”

		 

		“What are they thinking? I’m not gonna lug an AR-15 around, not even an SBR,” Declan said.

		 

		“No, nothing like that,” Chris said, pulling his backpack onto his lap and reaching inside. Across from me, Stacia’s aloofness changed to interest as Chris pulled a black ballistic-nylon zippered case from the pack and set it on his lap. “We all went in and put this together. Two of the security guys are Glock armorers and they did the work,” my Chosen explained as he unzipped the case and revealed a big black Glock pistol.

		 

		“It’s a G20. 10mm caliber, which is at least equivalent to your .357 Magnum, except that it holds fifteen rounds in the mag. We put a Trijicon red dot on it, an SRO, and got it all sighted in,” Chris said. I swear it was like he was offering Declan a wedding ring or something. I mean, I get and give weapons as gifts all the time, but it was never weird like this. Guys. They’re either too simple or they overcomplicate everything important.

		 

		Declan was already holding the big pistol, and his weapon handling skills were first-rate. He kept the muzzle either down toward the floor or up at the drone’s ceiling, never crossing any of us even though the magazine was out and the action was open. Adopting a two-handed high grip, he aimed at a blank spot on the ceiling. “Hey, that’s cool. The dot is so easy to pick up,” he said. “And it weighs less than my Ruger.”

		 

		“It gets a bit heavier with a full mag, but with this holster, you’ll hardly notice it,” Chris said, now pulling a kydex holster, belt, and twin magazine carrier from his pack. Stacia held her hand out for the gun and Declan passed it over, then took the belt and holster from Chris.

		 

		“We shoot Glocks a lot at school, and I’ve shot Darci’s Glock 22. This is really similar,” Declan said, clearly touched. “One of her fellow deputies has the .45 version and I shot that once.”

		 

		“Same exact frame. We’ll hit the range in the Tower when we get back,” Chris said.

		 

		Declan reclaimed the gun from his girlfriend and used an overhand grip to release the slide before putting it back into its case.

		 

		“You know what this means, right?” Stacia asked him, smirking.

		 

		“Yes… you can have the Serbu,” he said. “It stings my hand a bit to shoot it anyway.”

		 

		Stacia smiled, happy at the thought of another shotgun for her collection. I’m not into guns much and shotguns not at all, but I can appreciate anyone who values their weaponry.

		 

		“Father, we are approaching the summit of Katahdin.”

		“Katahdin?” I asked.

		 

		“I need to stop and pay my respects. The town the church is in is only like twenty-five or thirty miles away. I just met this elemental and now I’m back, so it’s kind of the polite thing to do.”

		 

		“We’re here.” Fresh air flooded the cabin as the orb split open. Sharp winds immediately plucked at my hair and ruffled Stacia’s shorter cut. An almost entirely full moon lit the night, showing us the forested land for miles and miles in every direction, lakes and ponds sprinkled here and there like sparkling gems.

		 

		Declan shivered a bit and I realized it was cold enough to see our breath. Nonetheless, the young witch stood up and lightly stepped out of the drone, his booted feet landing on exposed granite. We started to follow but he held up one hand, pausing us. Then he knelt and touched his right palm to the hard rock.

		 

		I felt a sudden hard thud in my right hand—my ring finger. Then a steady buzz of vibration. It was powerful and deep, like Robbie’s purr but ten thousand times stronger, more of a thrum than a buzz.

		 

		After about fifteen seconds, Declan stood and waved us out of the craft. The thrumming got stronger when my feet touched ground, running right up through my legs.

		 

		“It’s a real good time to visit him. Nobody else is on the mountain and he’s relaxed,” Declan said. “Can you feel him?”

		 

		Wordlessly, we nodded, spreading out a bit, although Stacia stepped closer to Declan and linked arms.

		 

		I must have made an expression. “I get a better connection when I’m touching him. I can hear them on my own, but it’s like having a great big antenna suddenly clearing up your radio signal,” she explained to me.

		 

		Overhead, half of the sky shone with the moon and stars, the other half wearing a blanket of clouds that threatened to cover everything.

		 

		“There’s a storm coming,” Declan said, smiling. “I’d like to catch a bit of it, although you’ll likely want to be back in the Obliterator.”

		 

		“Junkie,” Stacia accused him, turning to the northwest to study the sky. Flashes of light inside the clouds illuminated the wall of darkness that was headed our way.

		 

		“I have a feeling that juicing my reserves up would be prudent with what’s coming next,” he said.

		 

		“Great excuse… still a junkie,” she said. “It’s coming up quick.”

		 

		As if on cue, the winds picked up and a tsunami of dark clouds swept over the moon and stars. The air was suddenly moist and the smell of ozone overpowering. Hairs on the back of my neck lifted, which almost only happens in the presence of electricity.

		 

		Stacia leapt lightly from Declan’s side, a fifteen- or sixteen-foot jump that landed her inside the drone. It didn’t move an inch. “You all might want to get in here unless you want to model this season’s charred and blackened collection,” Stacia said.

		 

		With a glance at Christian, I too jumped into the big Obliterator, feeling my Chosen land just behind me. Turning around, I saw Declan step a bit farther away, moving toward the storm that was barreling down on him.

		

	


		Chapter 23

		 

		The first bolt hit without warning two minutes later. Rain had already begun to soak the young witch, but he looked totally exhilarated. Then, without warning, the world exploded in a crackling flash of light so bright, it completely blinded me and a wave of steam blasted across my face as a thunderous report deafened me.

		 

		It took a terrifying ten seconds for my vision to clear enough to see Declan standing, wind and rainswept, arcs of electricity flashing up and down his exposed arms, neck, and face. He was grinning, ear to ear, and steam was rising around and off him. He had just taken a direct hit from a bolt of electricity that could have powered a small town and he was happy. A bolt like that would end an elder vampire without question and this young human, who could be killed by a single punch, was not only immune but still filled with electricity.

		 

		“Okay, that’s about enough of that, don’t ya think?” Stacia asked, her voice muzzy to my still ringing ears. He looked like he might protest for a moment but then gave in, heading back toward the craft. “Oh no you don’t, buddy! You dump some of that before you get in this drone and I swear if you zap my ass one more time, I’ll knock your lights out,” the werewolf said, shaking her finger at him to make her point. The storm was still rushing along, its center already moving away to the northeast.

		 

		Still grinning, Declan winked at me, then bent over and touched a patch of rock with his right index finger. There was a sharp crack and a bolt of electricity jumped from his hand, disappearing into the mountain. I frowned as he stood back up. “Iron sulfide deposits in the rock,” he explained, then stepped up and into the craft.

		 

		“I can still smell ozone, mister,” Stacia said to him. “And my hair is standing up.”

		 

		“Hold on. I’ll rein it in a bit,” he said, sitting down and closing his eyes. A second later, I felt the static level drop and my own levitating hairs returned to normal.

		 

		“And we are off,” Omega said, the top of the orb closing as the vehicle started to move. A couple of minutes later, it slowed to a stop again. “We are now above the First Gospel Church.”

		 

		“Let’s recap the plan,” Chris said. Declan repeated the whole thing, word for word. “Okay, perfect. Omega, we’re ready.”

		 

		A hole in the floor of the orb irised open. Below was a tall white steeple, lit by the newly uncovered moon, as was the rest of the town around it.

		 

		“Good luck,” I said to Declan and Stacia.

		 

		“You too,” she said back while he just nodded and smiled, a single blue arc of electricity moving between two of his fingers. Then I stepped out of the hovering Obliterator and dropped into the night. I sensed my Chosen following immediately above, the initial rush of wind dropping off as I slowed my fall by Lightening my body while simultaneously Pushing down against the steeple structure below us. We only fell thirty or forty feet before we touched down on the sharply angled side of the traditional New England church spire.

		 

		We each hit the side of the tall white steeple and stuck, Clinging in place. After a second to scan for activity below, and hopefully no witnesses, we moved around the moon-illuminated wood to the side away from the road and parking lot.

		 

		Now hidden from casual view, we moved closer together. “I can feel it over there,” Chris whispered, releasing one hand to point down at the small cottage-like house next to the church. “It’s pretty strong.”

		 

		“Meaning that it’s older and trickier than your average Hellspawn,” I said. He was wondering if Declan was up for the coming battle of wits.

		 

		“Yes, and it can end the boy that much quicker. Our timing has to be perfect,” he said.

		 

		“Then it will be,” Barbiel said. He was just suddenly standing on the side of the steeple, smiling at us.

		 

		“You know, Barbiel, I kind of hate when you do that,” Chris said, admitting what I never would.

		 

		“Being an angel of the Lord isn’t nonstop fun and games,” the angel said. “I gotta take my amusements as I can.”

		 

		“Do you know what we’re up to?” I asked him.

		 

		He nodded, pointing up.

		 

		“Oh, you mean Heaven was listening in?” I asked.

		 

		He smiled and shook his head. “You went through the whole thing a minute ago right over the church. Holy ground has no restricted airspace.”

		 

		“Excellent. That saves us time trying to explain,” I said. “Okay, there is Declan and Stacia, out in the street. Let’s get to our positions.”

		 

		Chris stood up and ran down the side of the church. I just let go and dropped, Lightening myself so that I landed softly on the grass just before he made it to the ground.

		 

		“Work smarter not harder,” I whispered with a smirk.

		 

		He shuddered. “You sound like Lydia. Stop it.”

		 

		We both moved through darkness right up to our best guess of the property line between the church and its parsonage. Our ears brought us the sound of our witch and werewolf knocking on the front door.

		 

		“Glasses on,” I said to Chris, reminding him of the sunglasses we’d hastily borrowed from Deckert’s men. Mine were Oakleys and Chris had a pair of Wiley sunglasses. They were both ballistically rated and polarized, but neither of those attributes were essential. We just needed frames and lenses for the tiny Omega microdrones to attach inside the left side arm of the glasses, aiming their tiny microlasers at the left lens.

		 

		Inside the building, footsteps headed for the front door. In an upstairs room, a female voice asked, “Who could that be?” in a hushed, nervous tone. In another room, a much deeper voice growled out a set of twisted syllables and harsh consonants in a language I had heard only several times before. Immediately the inside of our sunglasses lit up with a translation.

		 

		The prize is here printed in red laser.

		 

		At the front of the house, a deadbolt was unlatched and the door creaked open. “Yes?” a male voice asked.

		 

		“My name is Declan O’Carroll, and this is Stacia Reynolds. My aunt’s sister is Alice Rusk.”

		 

		“Oh, yes. Alice is upstairs. You must be the…” The man’s voice trailed off as realization caught up with his words.

		 

		“Witch,” Stacia supplied in a helpful tone.

		 

		“Ah, oh… I see,” the man said doubtfully.

		 

		“Alice asked for my help,” Declan prodded.

		 

		“Ah, my understanding was that she asked for you to ask for Mr. Gordon’s help,” the man said. From his tone, I could just about hear a frown.

		 

		“Yeah, well, he’s a little too busy to just rush every which way, so we’re here to check it out,” Declan said. “And I didn’t get your name?”

		 

		“Reverend Micah Truly,” the man said, his tone taking on a firmness.

		 

		“Well, Reverend, I’m sorry to meet you under these circumstances,” Declan said.

		 

		“I’m sorry to meet you as well,” the reverend said, like he was smelling something foul.

		 

		“Oh? Yeah, you really must be Alice’s pastor. You sound just like her. Suffer a witch and all that, right?”

		 

		“As you say,” the reverend agreed, his voice filled with distaste.

		 

		“Right, well, we’ll leave then. How about you tell Alice that I fulfilled her request and I’ll tell Chris Gordon that he’s not welcomed here,” Declan said. Feet scraped on concrete and I pictured our pair turning to leave. Upstairs, the deep voice roared with anger, the single word a twisted mess that was immediately translated to Fools appearing inside our glasses.

		 

		“Micah, who is it?” the female voice asked from a different part of the house, now closer to the front. Probably at the top of the stairs, I imagined. Echolocation didn’t work great from outside, but I could still picture the scene.

		 

		“Hi Alice,” Declan said.

		 

		“It’s your sister’s, ah, stepchild,” Micah said in the same tone someone might use to discuss dog dung.

		 

		“Declan? How are you here so fast? I just called Darci a couple of hours ago?” Alice asked as her footsteps descended the stairs.

		 

		“I have access to aircraft,” he said, his voice fading as if he had turned to look over his own shoulder.

		 

		“What is that?” she asked.

		 

		“A drone—Omega’s. Listen, the good reverend here has indicated that you all don’t need me or at least don’t want me around, so should we go?” Declan asked.

		 

		“I asked Darci for Chris Gordon,” Alice clarified, her tone slightly haughty.

		 

		I glanced at Chris and raised both eyebrows and then pushed the tip of my nose up into the air.

		 

		“And did you think you could just summon the Hammer of God and have him rush to your side?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“You must be the… girlfriend,” Alice said.

		 

		“Werewolf girlfriend of the Hellspawn Warlock, if you please. Titles are so important, right Reverend?” Stacia asked. I smiled despite myself. Lydia would love this.

		 

		“Alice, you have hated and feared me from the moment you met me,” Declan said. “But it was you who asked Darci for a favor, and as a favor to Darci, we came. If we think Chris’s time is warranted, we’ll take the next step. But if you’re going to treat me like you always have, we’ll leave. We have other things to do.”

		 

		“You would leave a child in the possession of Hell’s minion?” the reverend demanded.

		 

		“You would keep us outside when we’re the only hope that boy has?” Stacia shot back.

		 

		“Let them in, Micah,” another voice, this one a male, said from atop the stairs. “For the sake of my son, please let them in.”

		 

		The door creaked like it was being opened wider and I heard Declan and Stacia’s soft steps enter the structure. Then they were climbing the stairs.

		 

		“I’m Tony Lockwood,” the other male said. “My son, Tony Junior, is up here.”

		 

		The deep voice at the other end of the second floor growled out a new sentence.

		 

		Come to me, witchkin.

		 

		While he was still in the hallway, we could hear Declan’s softly muttered reply, his words so rough that it sounded more like a cough than an answer. Hold your ass with both hands, Hellspawn appeared in my glass’s lens in glowing red letters. Chris and I moved sideways across the lawn, staying on holy ground but positioning ourselves under the window of the parsonage where we judged the demon to be.

		 

		The demon chuckled at the young witch’s words.

		 

		“He’s in here,” the father, Tony, said. “It’s… disturbing.” Another door opened.

		 

		“Not our first rodeo, Mr. Lockwood,” Stacia said.

		 

		“What’s with the sunglasses,” Reverend Micah asked. Stacia had her own pair on, as like us, she didn’t speak the witch-demon bargaining language.

		 

		Stacia ignored him and Declan didn’t waste any time, immediately speaking to the demon in the witch’s language.

		 

		What is it you want?

		 

		The reply was a guttural growl. The word printed instantly before my eye. You.

		 

		Declan growled back. Why?

		 

		“You speak its language?” Alice asked, horrified.

		 

		“Quiet. He’s working,” Stacia said in a flat tone.

		 

		I will end this boy unless you give yourself to my lord.

		 

		The Queens of Fairie would be most disappointed.

		 

		Those twats have broken faith with my lord. The disappointment of scum is of no consequence.

		 

		You believe I will just trade myself?

		 

		“What is it saying?” Alice asked.

		 

		“Either keep quiet or I’ll throw you out myself,” Stacia said.

		 

		I will kill this one and you will be blamed. The sheep of the world will turn against you.

		 

		This is your bargain? Perhaps I should just open a portal and send you from this place.

		 

		Perhaps you should. Go ahead and open your gate to Hell.

		 

		Hell? Why not Fairie? Why not to the worlds of the Vorsook? How would you explain that to your lord Belphagor?

		 

		DO NOT SAY HIS NAME! HE IS A PRINCE!

		 

		He is no prince of mine. But I imagine that he is a prince who would be displeased if you failed your mission so spectacularly. How long would your punishment last, do you suppose?

		 

		It was a little difficult to tell, but it sounded like Declan had moved closer to the demon’s position. A second set of footsteps moved toward the window and we could see Stacia’s back in the upstairs window. She spared us a single glance to confirm we were below, then moved back out of sight.

		 

		Untie me and we’ll see about punishment.

		 

		“That’s a good idea,” Stacia said.

		 

		Your bitch speaks the witches’ language?

		 

		She understands it, and we have both faced unbound spawn of Hell before.

		 

		Like me? I think not. Unbind me and find out.

		 

		You know… I think we will.

		 

		“What are you doing? Don’t touch his ropes!” the reverend said.

		 

		“Don’t worry, Pastor Man,” the werewolf girl said, her voice sharp. “We got this.”

		 

		Immediately there were sounds of an intense struggle, things smashing, stuff getting knocked over, and the three people nearest the door either shrieking (Alice and the pastor) or yelling (the father). Declan grunted once and Stacia let out a short growl. The demon in the boy’s body started to curse everyone with a torrent of foul words and insults.

		 

		Then the window flung itself upward without anyone touching it and the insect screen flew out of its frame, landing on the ground below. Bare feet appeared in the open window, kicking and struggling.

		“What are you doing?” Reverend Micah demanded.

		 

		“That’s my son!” Tony Senior said.

		 

		And then a slim boy-shaped body came flying out the window, the arc of his fall bringing him just short of our side of the property line.

		 

		Without thought, I stepped over the line, knowing that if Chris left hallowed ground, the demon would know instantly, trusting my own arrowhead and eagle feather necklace to keep me hidden too.

		 

		The demon in the boy’s body spread his feet and howled in glee at his freedom, right up until his feet touched ground and my hands hit his chest, throwing him across the lawn toward Chris.

		

	


		Chapter 24

		 

		Physical contact disrupted the cloaking effect of my necklace, and the demon howled in fury at the sight of me as he flew backward. Eyes on me, he never saw who was waiting to catch him until it was too late. The monster felt the grip of God’s Earthbound warrior and panic flared in its eyes, just for a second, then the fear turned to determined rage. But another set of hands gripped the possessed boy’s head as Barbiel materialized next to Chris.

		 

		The demon locked up the borrowed body, shock flooding the twisted facial features for just a moment and then my Chosen ripped it from the teenager’s body. A putrescent black blob of coal-colored snot was wrapped around Chris’s left hand, squirming as if to get free. Normally he holds it up at this point for Kirby to collect. He didn’t. Instead, he extended his arm toward Barbiel, who wore a toothy smile that was the most unpleasant expression I’d ever seen on the angel. A golden glow surrounded my mate and his brother angel.

		 

		“Who set this up?” Chris asked. Above, I could sense people looking out the bedroom’s two windows. When I glanced up, I saw a woman and two men crowding around the closed window while Declan and Stacia looked out the open one.

		 

		“That’s Chris Gordon,” one of the men said in Reverend Micah’s voice.

		 

		“And the angel… from the interview,” the woman, Alice, said.

		 

		“Excellent,” Stacia said. “You’re keeping up. Good job.” Werewolves are touchy creatures and easily offended. Insulting their mates guarantees you a spot on what Lydia calls their Shred List. Alice and the reverend had jumped straight to the top of Stacia’s. Understandable, but perhaps it would be unwise to leave them in close proximity to her.

		 

		“Would you two come down and help with the questioning?” I asked, working hard to keep my voice polite. Declan wouldn’t be a problem, but Stacia had a habit of ignoring my requests. An irritated Stacia would be even less likely to comply.

		 

		“Good idea,” Declan said, taking Stacia’s hand as he turned from the window. The other male, ostensibly the father, turned and followed them. Alice and the pastor both looked at me, eyes wide, then looked back at Chris, the demon blob, and the angel.

		 

		The blob had gone crazy, pseudopods and tentacles flaring out in all directions, yet for all of its frenzy, it was unable to escape my mate’s grasp. Little wonder, as his powers are a direct gift from God, a detail that amazes me every single time he uses them. That he was an angel in a previous life was not surprising to me at all; but the idea that I had been one as well… unfathomable. There is nothing about me that has ever been angelic. But he was with me. That had to count for something, right?

		 

		“Answer, Hellspawn, or we will see how painful my touch is,” Barbiel said, his voice almost eager.

		 

		“My prince…” came from the blob in a long, gassy expulsion. I could tell from the expression on my Chosen’s face that the answer carried a foul smell along with its foul sound. I moved, darting in to pick up the unconscious boy and remove him from the area.

		 

		Declan, Stacia, and the boy’s father came around the corner of the parsonage at a fast trot, all three veering my way as soon as they spotted me with the boy.

		 

		The father rushed up and held his son’s face, panic flooding his features.

		 

		“His heartbeat is solid, he’s breathing fine, and his body temperature is stable,” I said.

		 

		“We were worried the demon might try and kill your son, Mr. Lockwood, before Chris could exorcise it,” Stacia said. “That’s why we had to surprise it and probably why Barbiel intervened.”

		 

		He looked up at her, then me, his eyes tightening in recognition. Then he turned to where Chris and Barbiel held the demon that had possessed his son. Anger flooded his features and he started forward, only to run into Stacia’s outstretched arm.

		 

		“Oh, that’s not a good idea at all,” she said. “Let the two angels handle the demon. And don’t you get any closer either,” she said to her witch.

		 

		“Yeah, we’re better off over here, for a whole lot of reasons,” I agreed, which earned me a surprised glance from the wolf girl. Our personal history hadn’t included a lot of agreement.

		 

		“So your prince sent you here. Was he working with the Queens?” Chris asked, his left arm moving closer to the glowing angel.

		 

		The demon blob’s spasmodic frenzy somehow increased. The black goo moved around Chris’s arm, or at least it tried to, attempting to get as far away from the glowing agent of God as it could. But no matter how hard it tried, it was well and truly stuck on Chris’s left fist.

		 

		When his arm got within six inches of the angel, the demon had shifted eighty percent of its mass to the far side of his hand, the black goo pushing out in a single bulbous pseudopod, which quivered and strained. Chris moved another inch closer.

		 

		“Morrigannnnn…” the gaseous crud wheezed, a horrid outhouse from Hell stench reaching us even thirty feet away.

		 

		“Oh, my Heavens,” Alice said, stopping in her tracks as she and Micah rounded the corner of the house. “That’s…”

		“The smell of Hell,” Declan said to her, then turned back to the interrogation. He spoke in the language of witches and demons.

		 

		Did Morrigan want me alive or dead? appeared inside my glasses.

		 

		Aliveeee hissed the demon.

		 

		Chris looked at me and then raised his left arm over his head. A high, perfect bell tone rang out as Kirby popped into existence, his massive talons instantly piercing the blob and tearing it from my mate’s hand. Two flaps of the big wings and another pop of displaced energy and he was gone.

		 

		Declan reached in his messenger bag and pulled out a small bottle of hand sanitizer, which he tossed to Chris.

		 

		“Thanks. So fricking nasty,” Chris said, scrubbing up.

		 

		“That was fun. Thanks for including me,” Barbiel said, then he was gone.

		 

		The three humans looked a little in shock.

		“It might be best to go back inside,” Declan suggested. “While I’m certain that Tanya could hold Tony Junior for hours, it’s probably a better idea if everyone went in. Exorcisms can be draining.”

		 

		His aunt’s sister looked at him like she was seeing him for the first time. Stacia snorted and started toward the house, breaking the rest free from their catharsis.

		

	


		Chapter 25

		 

		The parsonage living room was just inside the front door. It was furnished with clean, modest furniture although it looked a bit messy, as if the inhabitants had been too preoccupied with life to pick up.

		 

		Setting the unconscious boy on the brown sofa, I stepped away to let his father check him over.

		 

		Stacia noticed the kitchen that was right off the front room and busied herself making coffee. She seemed to find all the components with unerring ease, but I knew that was because of her sense of smell. I could have found all the parts too, except I don’t drink much coffee and have never learned to make it.

		 

		Pastor Micah and Alice Rusk sat in side-by-side chairs and stared at my Chosen, who first smiled and then began to get uncomfortable. He didn’t squirm, but his own eyes became fixed on Declan and I could feel his discomfort through our bond.

		 

		“The timing of Tony’s possession seemed too coincidental, so we feared it was a trap,” Declan said.

		 

		“So it was your fault that Tony was taken by a demon?” Alice demanded, turning from my mate to the witch.

		 

		Declan frowned. I kept my eyes locked on him. The sounds of kitchen activity abruptly ceased behind me, but I didn’t look away.

		 

		“No,” Chris said, his voice firm. All three of the church adults turned to him at his tone.

		 

		“No demon could possess Tony if he didn’t invite it somehow. They can’t just pop over from Hell and grab anyone they want. The person has to provide an invitation of sorts.”

		 

		“Tony Lockwood is a wonderful kid. His father is both a pillar of the community and an elder of this church,” Pastor Micah said, affronted.

		 

		“If that were true, no demon anywhere could possess him against his will,” Chris said. “You can argue all you want, Pastor, but I have that both from Heaven, as well as Hell. If you like, we can step over to your church and you can ask Barbiel yourself.”

		 

		My Chosen was pushing back hard, and I could tell he was getting angry. Declan, on the other hand, had relaxed, just a bit, his brow smoothing. Reverend Micah was confused, clearly torn between supporting his church member and the absolute truth that God’s Warrior had just pronounced. I couldn’t fault him for being loyal, but he had best be opening his eyes.

		 

		“He’s right,” Tony Senior said suddenly. He had settled on the couch by his son and was stroking his hair. “We’ve kept it hidden… I’ve kept it hidden. Since his mother died, Tony hasn’t been the same. We’ve talked many times about the unfairness of it and I know he’s spoken to you as well, Micah. But he began to blame God, and for the last two years, it’s gotten worse, not better. I thought he would come around, and for a time, it seemed like maybe he had. One day I checked his browser history on his computer and found he’d visited a website… one about Satan. I think he forgot to delete it. I’d never found anything like that in his history. That was a week ago.”

		 

		“Nothing? You never even found porn?” Declan asked.

		 

		“No, never.”

		 

		“Then he was clearing his history the whole time. Teenage boys look at online porn. It’s almost guaranteed, like death and taxes,” Declan said.

		 

		Stacia, coming into the room with a tray, snorted. “That’s for damned sure.”

		 

		She balanced the tray easily with one hand while clearing a spot on the cluttered coffee table with her other. Setting the tray down, she grabbed a single big mug of creamy-looking coffee and backed away. Almost-full pot of black coffee, five mugs, and a sugar-creamer set took up most of the space.

		 

		Everyone looked at her as she sipped her coffee and she smiled a small smile back, as if to say I made it but no way am I serving it.

		 

		Chris wanted a cup, I could feel it, one loaded with sugar and cream like Stacia’s mug. Calorie junkies. I’ll admit that it did smell good. But my mate wanted to make sure that his point had been made.

		 

		Declan moved over and poured two cups, added lots of sugar and cream to one and left the other black. He glanced at me, but I shook my head no. Then he handed the loaded mug to Chris and took the black one himself.

		 

		“You never said anything,” Reverend Micah said to Tony Senior.

		 

		“I was ashamed. My own son, losing faith. How could I let that happen?”

		 

		The kid on the couch had opened his eyes and was watching his father, who was unaware.

		 

		“Every person’s faith is their own,” Declan said, taking a sip of coffee. “All you can do is guide, provide an example, and keep the lines of communication open.”

		 

		“I haven’t been so good at that last one. I’ve struggled with my own feelings about losing Marie,” Tony Senior said.

		 

		“You never said that,” his son said suddenly, causing him to look down. “You always said you were absolutely certain it was God’s will. You lied.”

		 

		His father looked at him for a moment, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Yes. I did. I thought I had to be strong, show no doubts, no weakness. I should have admitted I was having trouble, but that’s not how I thought it went. Fathers don’t confide their doubts to their children—ever.”

		 

		“I’ve been pretty mad at God since I was eight,” Chris said, breaking the stare between father and son, and capturing everyone else’s attention as well.

		 

		“Since your family was murdered,” I said.

		 

		He nodded. “A demon killed my parents and my brother when I was eight. I’ve been angry that God allowed that to happen ever since.”

		 

		“You’re still angry with him?” Micah asked, astonished at my mate’s revelation.

		 

		“To some degree. I’ve worked through much of it, learned about the gift and curse of free will. So I have forgiven—mostly. But it’s something I still struggle with.”

		 

		“But you’re an… angel?” Alice asked, shock clear on her face.

		 

		“Am I? I mean, that’s what I’m told. So is Tanya,” he said. “But I don’t have memories of that time. I don’t have a connection that I can hold onto that tells me that’s what I was. There are times… micromoments, if I’m being honest, when I can feel it. When I cast a demon back to Hell, when Kirby takes it, I feel… good. But then it’s gone, and I can’t get it back until the next time.”

		 

		“I heard it… when you did what you did,” Alice said, voice tight with emotion. “Like the purest sound I ever heard, the clearest, most perfect tone in existence.”

		 

		“We all hear that… every time,” Declan said. “Cool, right?”

		 

		She looked at him sharply. He wore a smile which made him look boyish, more boyish than normal. He was downplaying it, like he was a teen with an awesome video game or something. I wondered if she’d realize he was acting.

		 

		“Well, darkness is burning,” Stacia said, setting her empty mug down on a credenza. “We got other places to be.”

		 

		Stepaunt-in-law Alice might just be starting to see Declan in a new light, but Stacia wouldn’t be so quick to forgive insults and slights against her mate. Werewolves are loyal to a fault, but when trust is broken, it doesn’t come back easily.

		 

		I understood her, in that moment. Declan had gone out of his way, put himself in the path of Hell, to bring assistance to a woman who until just a moment ago had considered him the scum of humanity. I wouldn’t forgive and forget a person treating my family like that either. Not easily. I stood up and looked at Declan. “Our ride ready?”

		 

		“Yup. The drone’s still outside in the street,” he said, frowning ever so slightly. He knew damn well that I already knew that, so he was wondering why I had asked.

		 

		“You’re just going to leave us?” Alice demanded.

		 

		“The demon is gone,” Declan said. “Tony here can only be repossessed if he loses faith and invites Hell to plant the seed. Now you know Hell is real. Therefore, so is Heaven. Where do you think your mother is?” he asked the boy sitting up on the couch. “Think she’s where that thing is? Or someplace a billion times better?”

		 

		Tony Junior stared at him, wide-eyed, then tentatively raised his hand and pointed upward.

		 

		“Of course she is. Listen, I lost my mother when I was little. Chris lost his whole family. We understand. Believe me. I have a lot of anger buried deep inside of me for whoever murdered her. Would I like to hunt them down and erase them from the face of the Earth? Absolutely. And I can. You better believe that I can,” the young witch said, his point reinforced by waves of blue arcing electricity moving up each arm before disappearing somewhere around his head. I don’t believe he was even aware of it.

		 

		“But I’m needed, now, in a fight that matters to the whole world—actually to two worlds. I’d love to indulge my personal vendetta. Trust me when I tell you I would. That would be unforgivably selfish.” The light show ended as fast as it began, as Declan tucked his hands in his pockets. “So figure out what faith means to you. Listen to these guys. Look into other positive religions if you have to, but know that Hell ain’t playing around. We might not be able to come back if you poke your nose into the same things you just messed around with. Now, we have to go. These two have toddlers to get back to and we all have work to do.”

		 

		He looked around at everyone, nodded twice, and turned for the door, leaving the rest of us still pondering his words. His aunt’s sister looked pale and shocked. Reverend Micah was frowning in thought and Tony Senior was staring at his son, tears running down his cheeks. The boy’s eyes were still wide and, like his father, brimmed with tears.

		 

		Me, I took a moment to share a glance at Chris. Our witch had just let his shields slip… just a little, giving us a glimpse inside. Someday, somewhere—although I would bet money on Ireland—a number of dangerous people would suddenly cease to exist, their powers useless against an enemy they created. But for now, his focus was in the right place. I looked at Stacia and met her eyes. They had turned yellow, and they gleamed with anticipation. She held my gaze for a second, then looked to Chris before turning to the others. Each of them looked at her, saw the wolf looking back, and to a person, averted their eyes. She gave her own nod before following her witch.

		 

		It was my Chosen’s turn to look at them. “I don’t have anything to add to that, so… what he said.” Then he reached out his hand for mine and I took it, and we walked out of the house hand in hand, my mind already turning to what awaited me back in New York.

		

	


		Chapter 26

		 

		Omega had us back to the tower before Friday’s daybreak. The twins had been in bed for several hours, tucked in by Aunties Lydia and Nika, after a special bedtime story told by special guest Grandmother Galina.

		 

		Mother was still there when we arrived and showed no signs of being in a hurry to leave. She sat in as we updated Arkady, Deckert, Lydia, and Nika on our night’s adventures. Declan begged off, having fallen asleep on the ultrafast ride back to New York. He headed to his suite, but Stacia stayed for our briefing, which was a little out of normal.

		 

		“Tell me what he told that kid, again? Word for word,” Lydia asked me, knowing I’d be able to remember it exactly. I repeated Declan’s speech.

		 

		“He’s wicked angry, but he doesn’t show it,” Lydia mused after I’d finished.

		 

		“He keeps it buried, but it’s like a forge furnace deep inside him,” Nika said. “I can feel it, but I don’t seem to catch him dwelling on it.” She turned and looked at the blonde werewolf who was examining the sleeve of her designer shirt, plucking at a loose thread.

		 

		Stacia must have felt our gazes because she suddenly lifted her head. “Yeah. It ain’t going away anytime soon. But you can all relax those worry faces before you all get frown lines. He’s saving that anger to unleash it on Earth’s enemies.”

		 

		“What a delightfully constructive way to channel his rage,” Mother said, smiling broadly. “Or I guess I should say, delightfully destructive.”

		 

		“You know…” Lydia began, her expression slightly guilty. “I kinda want to see it.”

		 

		“Dah,” Arkady agreed, nodding his huge head. “Glorious vengeance on our enemies, mixed with the fury of Heaven’s fallen.”

		 

		Chris and I looked at him, mouths open in shock. Lydia looked bemused, Mother wore a sly smile, and Stacia was grinning. Nika… Nika looked at him like she’d just met him.

		 

		He just shrugged and grinned. “Boy is freak of nature, dah?”

		 

		“That kind of fits all of us, doesn’t it?” Stacia pointed out.

		 

		“Yes,” Omega said, his avatar shimmering into existence. “It does. Was Father hurt by his stepaunt’s sister?” he asked Stacia.

		 

		She leaned forward, face thoughtful. “I don’t think so. His expectations were pretty low. I gather she’s been pretty awful to him and his Aunt Ashling over the years. Now, had she said something negative about Ashling, that I think would have hurt him. Then I would have hurt her,” she said matter-of-factly.

		 

		Omega didn’t respond to that but Mother nodded and, surprising me just a little, so did Lydia. She read my expression and shrugged. “He’s family. Don’t mess with family,” she said.

		 

		“If anything, I think Alice Rusk has maybe seen the light,” I said.

		 

		“Yeah, I got that impression too,” Chris agreed.

		 

		“Well, she’s still uninjured so I guess maybe you’re right,” Stacia said. “More important, I think we’re getting a pretty clear idea of who’s behind the attack on the Tower… such as it was.”

		 

		“Yeah. Morrigan,” I agreed. “What’s her end goal?”

		 

		“Well, destabilizing our public support would be a blow,” Chris suggested.

		 

		“But it wouldn’t be any kind of death blow,” Mother said. “Perhaps she’s attempting death by a thousand cuts.”

		 

		“It would anger and dishearten Father, I believe,” Omega said, then turned to Stacia. They had an interesting dynamic, these two. The super quantum AI and the werewolf, united by one shaggy-haired young man.

		 

		“Perhaps,” Stacia said. “But the Queens don’t really need reasons for messing with people. It could be as simple as boredom. Hell, she might miss having him on Fairie and is just probing around, trying to drive him back. Or she could be messing with all of us just to weaken us. I think we scare her a bit. Well, at least you two and Declan.” She looked mainly at Chris when she said it, but her eyes did flicker my way once.

		 

		There is a movie that Lydia forced me to watch about a kid who sees dead people. I’m like that, only I see patterns instead of ghosts. Usually in business, often in combat, almost always in strategy. It’s been there since I was little. It’s how I just knew that Plasma, a nightclub staffed by real vampires who pretended to be fake vampires pretending to be real, would be a hit with humans who were thrilled by the unconscious fear of being among the very predators who terrified them while telling themselves that their instincts and intuition were wrong. It’s nothing like Mausya’s probability gift, but instead a way of seeing how things fit together, or how they might possibly fit together.

		 

		“She’s protecting Fairie,” I said as it all coalesced in my head. “She seeks to drive Declan back to Fairie, back to the Middle Realm, knowing that if she succeeds, he won’t come alone. Omega, you would shift some forces. Stacia and his aunts. And if it was done just right, perhaps Chris, me, and those that wanted to come with us. It would greatly bolster the defense of her world. What was left on Earth might even weaken the Vorsook forces when they finally appear.”

		 

		“How?” Galina asked, her eyes shining with interest.

		 

		“The fake firefighters should have elicited a firefight, likely resulting in them being gunned down, while the witches would have most likely failed against Declan’s wards, but perhaps with great damage to the Tower. Public opinion would be stirred up like a beehive, flaring all over the place. Having the witch Circles involved would look like the supernatural world had turned against us. Then we would figure out that it was our own government. Depending on the aftermath and casualty count, we might very well be ready to say goodbye—we’ve gotten close before. She couldn’t know that Declan and Stacia were here right at that moment, so it failed. Next, she sent a demon to create a failed exorcism, one that would again raise public opinion against us while being very carefully designed to further alienate our Warlock. She has spies here, eyes and ears that find out about our conflicts within the defense council. She knows about Alice and her conflict with Declan’s stepaunt. She likely either knew about Senator McHugh or set him up.”

		 

		“And how do we respond, blood of my blood?” Galina asked.

		 

		“If we wait around, she’ll just have her agent or agents here on Earth make another attempt, and another if needed. We need to counterstrike. Take out her agents, expose the rot in the system,” I said.

		 

		“If you can get something from this Fuchs fuck, Declan can ruin his day,” Stacia said. “Something personal.”

		 

		“Sympathetic magic,” Chris said. “How close does he have to be to the target?”

		 

		She froze, her face going blank. Nika sucked in a sharp breath. Her face was openly shocked, and something else—afraid, at least maybe a little.

		 

		“You might as well tell us,” Lydia said to Stacia. “Or she will,” with a nod at Nika.

		 

		Green eyes flicked from the tiny vampire to Nika and back. Then she looked at all of us. Then she looked down at our conference table and frowned. I was about to ask Nika to explain when the werewolf finally answered.

		 

		“He could do it from here,” she said.

		 

		“Excuse me?” Chris asked after glancing my way.

		 

		“You heard me,” she said, leaning back and folding her arms across her chest. Stacia grew up with some disadvantages and some advantages, just like everyone else. Her physical beauty and figure might have fit into both categories at one time, long ago, when she was young and just beginning to bloom into adulthood. But she had long since mastered the art of using her attractiveness as a weapon and she had honed it with all the intensity that she had brought to learning to use her wolf nature as a weapon too. So I knew that when she crossed her arms over her breasts, in effect hiding them, she was feeling vulnerable, not tough.

		 

		“Declan is no longer bothered by mere obstacles like physical distance?” I asked.

		 

		“It’s your damn fault,” Stacia responded. “Train for every attack, Declan. Prepare for any assault or defense.”

		 

		“I don’t sound like that,” I said.

		 

		Lydia glanced at me and held up her thumb and index finger about an inch apart. Traitor.

		 

		“He’s learned to strike from vast distances. How?” Chris asked, completely failing to back me up.

		 

		“Lots of ways. He not only finds new ways to attack or defend, he then finds additional ways to do the same spell, only completely differently. If he had some of this elf’s personal stuff, he could either link through multiple Earth elementals, send a single Air elemental across the ocean, open a portal and drive his spell through the gateway, or use wire as a conduit.”

		 

		“Most of those are scary as hell, but I don’t understand how he would use wire?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“The world is connected by cables, massive underwater cables. He would send something through that connection.”

		 

		“Wouldn’t the very distance wear the spell away to nothing?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Not if he equipped it with a repeater spell, one that cycles between electricity and magic,” she said. I think all of us frowned or looked baffled or both. “Yeah, I don’t really understand it either. He describes it as a circular spell. It’s like a little engine, one that pushes another spell along a path. It starts as magic, then switches to electricity, picking up a bit of any charge from the very wires it’s travelling on, then switches back to magic, where it uses that bit of power it picked up to shove the package spell forward.”

		 

		“And it could travel all that way? How would it find its target?” Arkady asked, looking fascinated.

		 

		“The package spell steers it, because that is the sympathetic portion and is always looking for its connection. It’s not his favorite spell, but that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t work.”

		 

		“Why doesn’t he like it?” Galina asked, fascinated.

		 

		“It doesn’t stop. Just keeps going until it finds its target,” Stacia said.

		 

		“That seems like a good quality in a dangerous spell,” Galina noted.

		 

		“You might think so, but I get the impression that once it’s released, it’s difficult to abort,” she said, her arms still crossed. “My point is that he has options.”

		 

		“She’s right,” I said. “It’s exactly what I always tell him to do in training. Find and practice new ways to attack and defend.”

		 

		“So why the worried faces?” Galina said. “It’s almost admirable… for a witch.”

		 

		“Because the kid isn’t just any witch,” Lydia said. “If he’s been busy dreaming up all kinds of ways to create mayhem, well, you can bet it’s mayhem orders of magnitude greater than other witches.”

		 

		“Mother, there’s a reason the Elders mentioned him in our last meeting,” I said.

		 

		She snapped around to look at me. “Okay. But is this bad? You want him to be a weapon… he’s been trying to be the best weapon he can be.”

		 

		I considered her words. They weren’t wrong. Not really. “No. No, I guess not…” I said.

		 

		“But it’s a little like wanting to build a hand grenade and instead finding out that you just built a fusion bomb,” Lydia said.

		 

		“Okay, we got a little sidetracked here,” Chris said suddenly. “Let’s get back to the discussion at hand… what do we do about Morrigan’s elf?”

		 

		“Why not let the Coven handle him?” Galina said. “Send Nika over to Belgium to ferret out his secrets and then let your sisters and brothers in Europe deal with him.”

		 

		I looked at Chris, who tilted his head and then nodded. I turned to Nika. She smiled. “I could use the exercise.”

		 

		I glanced at Arkady. “Dah. She will make him remember why elves do not trifle with vampires.”

		 

		Damn, he was on a roll. Nika turned to me and rolled her eyes.

		 

		“Does anyone think this is a bad idea?” I asked, glancing at Stacia. She wore a kind of relieved look although it disappeared behind her mask of indifference as soon as she saw me looking. I raised an eyebrow and she shook her head.

		 

		“I think vaporizing Belgium to get one guy might be overkill and lacks precision,” Mr. Deckert said. “Best to send in a surgeon.”

		 

		Nika inclined her head at the compliment.

		 

		“Omega?” I asked.

		 

		“I will assist Nika in every regard, although she is more than capable. I am also relieved no one is asking Father to fight this battle. While I do not believe an entire city would be at risk, asking Father to kill now, against a single enemy, no matter how clever, is a mistake. It would wound his psyche,” the avatar said.

		 

		“I agree,” Stacia said, unfolding her arms and leaning forward. “Declan is a witch. He has the ability to touch all four realms of magic, yet his two most powerful are Earth and Fire. Of those, he has used Earth the most, helping his aunt grow herbs and vegetables for her restaurant, working with Robbie, creating Wytch War. Fire, he has mostly used to blend with Earth to influence the world of electronics. He hasn’t said anything, but he is very worried about the coming fight with the Vorsook.”

		 

		“How so?” I asked.

		 

		“He won’t freeze up or anything. But I get the impression that once he lets go, he’s worried about the after,” she said.

		 

		“The after?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“So much destruction, so much loss of life caused by his magic. There will be a terrible imbalance… What will restore it?”

		 

		“He’s worried about his soul and he’s worried about the universe striking back at him… taking from him,” Nika said suddenly.

		 

		“You’ve never told us that?” I asked.

		 

		“It is one of his deepest concerns, one he tries to keep buried. I’ve only detected it once or twice. Mostly he is busy dreaming up ways to win over elementals, use their powers as weapons and use all the other power he can harness as weapons. But it’s there. Our witch is not a killer by nature, not like a vampire. He would rather grow something, build or construct a useful creation, make friends with an elemental, or find a way to help people that wouldn’t place him out of balance. But instead he practices creating death and destruction on a massive scale,” Nika said.

		 

		The group was quiet for a moment. It was Lydia, as usual, who broke the silence.

		 

		“I’m guessing that you don’t want to see him let go?” she asked Stacia.

		 

		Surprisingly, the beautiful platinum blonde didn’t answer right away, her face instead expressing conflict.

		 

		“I saw him unleash the fury of a thunderstorm on those centipedes when he thought I had been horrifically wounded or killed. I was there when he fought an earthquake and almost died,” she said. “Both times were awful… and wonderful at the same time.”

		 

		No one said a word, not even Lydia, as Stacia stared at the tabletop, her thumb rubbing a knot in the wood.

		 

		“When he tried to stop the undersea earthquake, it was terrible and it was awesome, which makes no sense at all. The power he handled was incredible right up until he couldn’t contain it. So I understand what you are saying, and part of me is intrigued, but the rest of me is terrified.”

		 

		“He said he didn’t actually do much to the earthquake,” Chris said.

		 

		“He says a lot of things,” she said, looking at him side-eyed. “If you listen, most of what he says is to try to put people at ease.”

		 

		“You’re saying he downplayed what he did to keep people from being scared of him?” I asked.

		 

		“Bingo,” she said, meeting my eyes. Then she leaned back and yawned. “I think I’m tired too. So I’ll say good day.”

		 

		She left to our chorus of goodbyes. I turned to Lydia. “What’s next?”

		 

		“You have a round of updates with department heads, then you’re done for the day. And they start in… seven minutes,” she said.

		 

		The schedule never stops.

		

	


		Chapter 27

		 

		I woke early on Friday afternoon. It wasn’t nighttime yet, not really evening either. The pressure of the sun still weighed on me as I came to sudden consciousness. This is rare, having only happened a few times in my entire life, most of them recently.

		 

		Chris was near, as I could both feel him and hear him, talking on a phone. He sounded confused. “Tell me again? Why do we have to go to China?”

		 

		Then I heard the other party on the call speak, her voice made tinny by the phone’s speaker.

		 

		“Tell her to explain to you. Tell her that she is awake,” my grandmother said.

		 

		I was up and through the door, the splinters flying everywhere as I failed to take the time to actually open the door. Chris looked up, alarmed, as I appeared in a burst of violence, but I was too busy snatching the smart phone from his hand to focus on that.

		 

		“Grandmother, I’m here.”

		 

		“She has awoken, Tatiana. You must gather your Chosen and your witch and get here as fast as possible. I will likely be dead by then, so it will fall to you to stop her.”

		 

		The door to our suite opened itself and Declan came through, Stacia right behind him.

		 

		“I can get us there in less than ten minutes,” he said, loud enough that Senka heard him.

		 

		“Do it child. Do it now.”

		 

		I moved, darting to the closet where our go bags waited. I was still in pajamas, and that would be no way to face the Ancient.

		 

		“What in holy hells is going on?” Chris asked.

		 

		“In searching for an artifact of elemental control, we awoke the oldest vampire,” Senka said.

		 

		“The thing that worried you so much the other night?” Chris said. I hadn’t yet told him about the Ancient, but as Senka had surmised, he’d known I was carrying a dangerous secret. “Wait… I thought you were the oldest vampire?”

		 

		“There is another—much older,” I said. “They’ve kept her asleep for hundreds of years, but she’s over thirty-five centuries old and insane.”

		 

		“Your God-given talents will kill her, as might the boy, but nothing else will,” Senka said. “Hurry.”

		 

		“How can you get us to China in ten minutes?” I asked Declan as I grabbed both go bags.

		 

		“We’ll take the Obliterator and I’ll open a portal for it to fly through,” he said, reaching into his messenger bag and pulling out a piece of paper covered in diagrams.

		 

		“When did you make that?” I asked.

		 

		“When Omega woke me to tell me something was happening in China, something big and bad and involving the Coven,” he said. “He helped me get the coordinates right.”

		 

		“About thirty minutes ago,” Stacia added.

		 

		“I’m coming too,” Mother said from the doorway. She was wearing a silk pajama set, all in red that clung to her like a second skin.

		 

		“Like that?” I asked, eyeing her outfit.

		 

		“You’ve got enough of your fancy fighting clothes in your bag for both of us, blood of my blood, and you’re dressed even worse,” Galina said.

		 

		“Yeah, nice nightie, by the way,” Stacia said without any sarcasm at all. My sleepwear was a bit scanty, very expensive but also revealing. Declan was busy studying his chart, too busy, and he couldn’t hide a slight grin, even with his head down.

		 

		“Alright, if the fashion peep show is over, can we get aboard the drone?” Chris asked, holding the door to the stairwell open.

		 

		Three minutes later, we were crammed into the Obliterator. Technically it had room for six, but with my two go bags and Declan’s messenger bag taking up space, it was a little tight. Plus, Mother and I needed to stand to change clothes, even as the young witch cast his spell to open the portal.

		 

		“Eyes on the diagram, hotshot,” Stacia said to him in a low tone, even though he hadn’t shifted his head a millimeter.

		 

		“Where will you get the power?” Chris asked, ignoring our outfit change as he watched Declan work.

		 

		“He never got rid of the storm’s power,” Stacia said. Her tone made it sound like an annoyance.

		 

		“I was just practicing. Ever since that quake, as part of my recovery, I’ve been working on my ability to hold my own reserves of power. I couldn’t generate a spark when I first woke up.”

		 

		“You dumped a big part of it, right? On top of Katahdin? Do you have enough?” Chris asked.

		 

		Stacia snorted, earning herself a glance from her witch.

		 

		“Yes, I still have enough,” Declan said to Chris.

		 

		For his part, my Chosen looked very uncertain about that answer. Declan sighed.

		 

		“I only dumped a little of the electrical energy from the lightning bolt, enough that I could mask the static field that annoys people around me,” he said with a side-eye at his girlfriend.

		 

		“So, you’ve been carrying most of a lightning bolt around?” Galina asked as she shimmied into a spare pair of my tactical leggings. “I read somewhere that a bolt of lightning has enough energy to power an average household for over a week. How is it possible to hold that much?”

		 

		“It likely shouldn’t be,” Stacia said. “And I don’t think it was… before.”

		 

		“Before?” I asked. “Before the quake?”

		 

		She didn’t answer, instead turning her eyes on Declan, who stared back at her, his expression a bit rueful. It was the witch who answered.

		 

		“I was worried about my reserves after the accident. Most of the cases of magical overload that my aunt is familiar with ended with diminished or permanently damaged capacity. My case appears to be different.”

		 

		“Of course it is,” I said. “Nothing about you has ever been witch normal, right? Let me guess… your capacity has actually expanded?”

		 

		He showed just the smallest amount of deer in headlights look, but it was enough to capture my mother’s predatory instinct. She leaned forward, eyes focused in interest as he returned his concentration to the diagram of his portal spell.

		 

		“Yes,” was his simple answer, then he started speaking what I thought might be elvish. Five short sentences. As he spoke, the hair on my head lifted—as did everyone else’s—an intense static field forming within the cabin. At his final word, my hair fell, the static fled, and our drone shot forward.

		 

		“I have kept the hull opaque, as the sun was still up over New York,” Omega said. “We are now over the city of Xi`an in China and the sun has not yet begun to rise.”

		 

		The hull went transparent around us, leaving us feeling like our seats were floating in space. Below us and in front, a massive city blazed with lights, although my initial impression was that the roads seemed only lightly trafficked. Then it all blurred as our craft accelerated to insane speeds.

		 

		“Our destination is sixty-two miles west of here, Mount Taibai. We will be there in three-point-seven minutes. Prepare yourselves.”

		 

		I was just finishing strapping my swords to my back, leaving off the rubber-coated silver spikes I normally also carry. They wouldn’t be any use at all.

		 

		“What are we fighting?” Stacia asked. She was wearing sandals and thin leggings with a t-shirt that showed the outline of a broom-riding woman and the words Once you go witch, you never switch. I, in contrast, was wearing women’s tactical pants and shirt with twin back sheaths for my swords. Her light clothing made sense, as she would likely be taking it off before combat, in order to Change.

		 

		“The Ancient is the oldest known vampire. She is at least thirty-five-hundred years old. The Coven has kept her secret for almost its entirety,” my mother said.

		 

		“We just found out about her this week,” I added. “The Elders try to keep her asleep. Elder Tzao was once one of her attendants. She has the ability to dream alongside her, thereby asking questions that she may or may not receive answers to. She was going to seek information about a fabled artifact from China’s distant past, a mystical object that gave power over the winds.”

		 

		“Air elementals,” Declan said, his mouth thinning.

		 

		“Yeah, but it looks like the old vamp woke up,” Galina said, ignoring his expression.

		 

		“I was alerted when seismic sensors in China detected a powerful disturbance in the earth around the area of Mount Taibai, which I knew Elders Senka and Tzao had recently travelled to,” Omega said.

		 

		“She shook the earth?” Declan asked.

		 

		“Negative. It was explosives, which I surmise were activated as a failsafe.”

		 

		“The machine is correct,” Senka’s voice suddenly said from the speaker of Chris’s phone. “The failsafes were activated but succeeded in only burying her inside the mountain where her chamber has been for centuries. She is awake and moving. Tzao says it is just a matter of time for her to dig her way out. You need to get here now.”

		 

		Before any one of us could speak, Omega answered her for us. “We have arrived.”

		

	


		Chapter 28

		 

		The drone split open, revealing a lushly forested mountainside with a picture-perfect Taoist temple nestled in a small clearing. The sky was just beginning to lighten, though dawn was still a way off.

		 

		Omega’s Obliterator slid to a smooth stop, hovering just a few feet off the ground. Five vampires I didn’t know stood atop the steps of the temple, their gazes moving rapidly between ourselves and whatever was happening inside the temple.

		 

		Chris jumped out of the drone alongside me, our boots hitting the ground almost in synchronization. I could feel our bond ramping up as it does when we enter combat together.

		 

		Vibrations coming up through the soles of my boots matched the rumbling I was hearing from deep inside the mountain.

		 

		One of the unknown vampires immediately approached, her demeanor clearly unthreatening, almost to the point of being submissive.

		 

		She spoke in excellent English. “Welcome, Honored Queen. The Elders bid me to greet you and provide direction and even escort,” she said with just a trace of accent. All five vampires were female and appeared native to China.

		 

		“What’s happening…” I trailed off, not knowing her name.

		 

		“Apologies, I am Chunhua. Elder Tzao said you were briefed on our purpose here?” she asked, clearly trying to be careful with Coven secrets.

		 

		“We know of the Ancient, Chunhua. We were told by Senka that the failsafe devices were activated but the Ancient is still alive. Is that correct?” I asked.

		 

		“My sister on watch triggered the last resort measures. This has not been done in many, many centuries. The devices were recently upgraded to include new technologies, as were our procedures in triggering them. It is unfortunate that the devices were activated in the wrong order,” she said, actually bowing her head, her eyes on the ground.

		 

		“That can happen when long-standing procedures are changed suddenly,” I said, glancing at Chris. His gaze was focused on the temple, but his eyes flicked over our way and he nodded in agreement before going back to watching.

		 

		Behind me, I heard Mother, Stacia, and Declan walking across the clearing, just a few yards behind.

		 

		“The light weapon… the, ah, laz-er, was to be used first, then the thermal explosives,” Chunhua said, raising her head to meet my eyes. “But the previous explosives were never removed, as they were to be a third option. The watcher, who is our newest and has only been with us for two hundred years, triggered them first, destroying the laz-er and blocking the thermal bombs with rubble.” She lowered her eyes again as if waiting for punishment.

		 

		Old ingrained training superseded newer, unfamiliar procedures. It happens time and again. If you’re going to establish a new protocol, you have to train and train it until it completely replaces the old one.

		 

		“So the Ancient is alive,” I said.

		 

		“Alive, awake, and angry,” Chunhua said, actually holding my eyes this time.

		 

		“Where are Tzao and Senka?” Chris asked, his voice deepening as it does when Grim takes over.

		 

		“They are inside the access tunnel, waiting to meet the Ancient when she digs her way out. If you listen, you can hear her now.”

		 

		The steady rumble made sense now. It was the sound of rock and debris being tunneled through by perhaps the oldest creature on the planet.

		 

		I turned and looked at the three behind us. “What do you think?” I was specifically speaking to Declan, but it was Mother who answered.

		 

		“I think myself and the wolf will not be much help. Your witch here will not be able to react in time to fight this vampire. He must set a trap for her and then it will be up to you and Christian.”

		 

		Declan gave her a slightly annoyed glance but nodded. “Yeah. I have a number of spells that might slow her down. If I can hold her in one place, then Chris could whammy her with his aura projection. If she gets out into the open, it’ll be harder.”

		 

		We had trained Declan to deal with vampire speed, which was beyond normal human reaction time. Passive trigger spells were one answer—the kind that went off when a vampire attacked, no matter how fast they were. The speed of magic was apparently along the lines of the speed of light.

		 

		“Also, if anyone wounds her, I can use her blood or skin,” he said suddenly. He looked mildly uncomfortable.

		 

		“Someone’s been working on anti-vampire spells?” Galina asked.

		 

		Declan just shrugged. His werewolf girlfriend wasn’t paying attention to the conversation, instead standing tensely, head tilted as she listened to, I presumed, the sounds of digging inside the mountain.

		 

		“I feel a pair of elementals here, or more accurately, down, inside the mountain,” Declan said.

		“So, as Galina pointed out, the three of us should stay out here, under a shield. I’ll put a tanglefoot spell all around the area here in case she gets out. Then I’m going to see if I can contact either or both of the Earth elementals and get their help.”

		 

		“Tanglefoot?” Chris asked after a glance my way.

		 

		“I named it after an old Sci-Fi book I read,” Declan said. “The advanced technology the author proposed included a type of force field that could slow and trap moving objects. It’s the same spell I put outside your office, Tanya, when you first arrived back from Africa.”

		 

		“It was effective, but you better ramp it up. This vampire is beyond anything we have ever seen,” I said.

		 

		“Just be careful throwing that aura around, Chris,” Mother warned. “Lots of old vampires could die if you just blast that stuff around… me in particular.”

		 

		The underground rumbling got louder, and deep inside the temple, I heard Senka speak. “Anytime now, Tanya,” she said in a normal voice that Declan wouldn’t have heard, but the rest of us did.

		 

		“Okay, Grandmother. We’re headed in,” I said. Declan blinked, then figured it out, nodding and taking off his bag of tricks. “You five should leave,” I told Chunhua.

		 

		“We cannot abandon our duty,” she protested.

		 

		“Your duty is done,” Elder Tzao said from deep inside. “Tatiana is correct. You must go.”

		 

		“Yes, Honored Tzao,” all five said in unision. Then they were gone, moving away as fast as possible.

		 

		Mother stood with the werewolf, who was starting to undress, and the witch, who had pulled one of his copper spring circles from his bag and was untwisting its ties. Meeting my eyes, Mother nodded once, and it occurred to me how brave she was. She was correct about her and Stacia. Neither would be of use against the Ancient. Hell, I wasn’t sure how much use I would be. But she was here, nonetheless. Turning, I followed Chris through the open doors.

		

	


		Chapter 29

		 

		Inside, the temple was very well lit, at least by vampire standards, with hundreds of candles of all sizes. At the back of the ornate main room, a section of what looked to be the wall had been swiveled open to reveal a long, dimly lit tunnel that was hewn into the mountain’s rock.

		 

		Christian and I raced down the shadowy passage, eyes shifting instantly to process the low-light LEDs that were mounted down on the walls, almost at floor level.

		 

		The passage led downward, heading simultaneously deeper and lower. Tons of solid rock formed the ceiling above. At a little more than two hundred yards in, we suddenly came upon a group of familiar vampires who stood facing a wall of collapsed stone that completely blocked off the entire passage.

		 

		“About time dear,” Elder Senka said, her tone droll. Elder Tzao stood off to her side, and standing between them and the wall of loose rock stood the giant Ondrej and the compact form of Arashi Hosokawa, who is sometimes called the Duelist.

		 

		Four of the deadliest vampires on the planet, perhaps the deadliest, and they were focusing all of their attention on the rubble pile blocking the tunnel. Old vampires give little away, but I was born into their world, had known them all my life, and have learned to read them, at least a little. What I saw told me that these four were relieved that we had arrived.

		 

		“What’s the plan?” Chris asked.

		 

		The Elders exchanged a glance. “We wait for the Ancient to get close, then Christian kills her with his powers, preferably before she gets out and kills us all,” Senka said.

		 

		“Sounds good to me,” Chris said with a nod.

		 

		“How close do you think she is?” I asked.

		 

		“Approximately sixty-eight meters,” Ondrej rumbled in his thick Slavic accent. “She is digging at about four meters per second.”

		 

		If his calculations were correct, she would emerge in seventeen seconds.

		 

		“How close does she need to be, Christian?” I asked. She was now less than sixty meters away.

		 

		“Fifty feet maybe, although I don’t know if these rocks will interfere,” he said.

		 

		My own hearing told me she was now at fifty meters.

		 

		“So fifteen meters,” I said.

		“She’s slowing,” Hosokawa said suddenly. “She’s stopped.”

		 

		“At forty-one meters,” I said. “She can hear us.”

		 

		“Through over a hundred and thirty feet of rock?” Chris asked, incredulous. I was certain that none of us could have heard a conversation at that range through that much shifting stone, particularly while digging as fast as a fit human might run.

		 

		Hosokawa held up one hand for silence, cupping his other hand to his ear.

		 

		The digging had stopped. If she had heard us, then it appeared that she wasn’t going to simply cooperate and step into our trap. But what could she do?

		 

		“What woke her?” I asked.

		 

		They were quiet for a second. “I did,” Tzao said. “My fault.”

		 

		“You couldn’t have known it was under her, my sister,” Senka said.

		 

		“What was under her?” Christian asked.

		 

		“The fan. I was successful in entering her dream, skillfully shifting it to the topic of the banana fan. She readily acquiesced, images of the fan filling her thoughts, but when I tried to get her to show where she had seen it, she resisted. Had it been anything else, or any other time, I would have backed away. But I pressed.”

		 

		“She was sleeping on it?” I asked, holding one hand up to my Chosen, who I knew was thoroughly confused. Outside the tunnel, I could hear Stacia explaining to Declan what his normal human hearing was missing.

		 

		“I did not know she valued it. It apparently means much to her,” Tzao said.

		 

		Ondrej huffed softly, earning himself a glare from the Elder he guarded. Senka then sighed slightly. “Had we known she was sleeping with the artifact under her platform, we would have slipped quietly away. Ironic that the item we sought to keep from the world was already protected far more fiercely than we could ever hope to.”

		 

		“So you tried to get her to reveal where she’d seen it last and it roused her?” I asked.

		 

		“Exactly so,” Tzao said. “She came completely awake. The attendant on duty panicked and triggered the failsafe devices in the wrong order.”

		 

		“I had such hopes for the laser,” Senka said with a sigh.

		 

		“She hasn’t moved, has she?” Chris asked.

		 

		Hosokawa shook his head. “I don’t know what else she can do,” he said.

		 

		Suddenly the ring on my finger began to vibrate and I saw Chris’s hand jump to his chest, about where his necklace lay.

		 

		“Tell them that they need to be careful,” Declan said from his spot outside.

		 

		“You just did,” Stacia said in reply. “But why?”

		 

		“That old vampire is somehow talking to the elementals,” he said, his voice puzzled. “What’s this banana fan thing?”

		 

		“It is the artifact of folklore that we told you about, one that is supposed to grant its holder with powers over the winds,” Galina answered him.

		 

		“Oh,” the witch said. “That explains why the Earth elementals have effectively told her to stay in her own lane. But somehow there is an Air elemental that is answering her call, even though she’s buried.”

		 

		“Is there a ventilation system?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

		 

		“There is just a simple series of air shafts,” Tzao said, pointing up at the ceiling. “Each drilled straight up to the surface.” A small metal mesh screen covered a three-inch diameter hole.

		 

		My ring kept vibrating and now I could hear the digging resume while at the same time I could hear a howling sound coming from the air pipe overhead.

		 

		“I have a bad feeling,” Declan said suddenly from far behind us. “They should get out of there.”

		 

		As one, we all looked at each other.

		 

		The rumbling of the Ancient’s digging grew closer and suddenly the very rocks in front of us began to tremble and shake. The howling in the ventilation got louder and I suddenly realized it sounded like a noise I had only heard once or twice before… in the US Midwest. Just before a tornado had touched down.

		 

		“We have to le—” I got out, actually turning my body to run when the world just suddenly exploded.

		

	


		Chapter 30

		 

		Force—sudden, overwhelming force—throwing me backward in a never-ending flight. And rocks—boulders, really—hitting my body, face, and limbs. I couldn’t process anything else, just the sensation that I was flying in a storm of rocks—that was pretty clear. Until, after forever, my world opened up and I had flashes of light, sky, and forest.

		 

		It all came to a sudden gut-wrenching end with me frozen in mid-air, a four or five-hundred-pound rock also suspended in nothingness, six inches from my nose. Then the rock fell, along with hundreds of other stones, and I saw my companions all held motionless just outside the temple, a rocky debris field on the ground around us.

		 

		“Okay, just let me get you down,” Declan said matter-of-factly and I fell to the ground, spinning myself to land on my feet.

		 

		We were all outside, all standing on our feet, all damaged to some degree or another. Chris was looking behind me, ostensibly at Declan, but I had landed facing the temple, with my Elders and their bodyguards in front of me. Hosokawa’s left arm hung limply, the side of Ondrej’s head was dimpled, and Senka was straightening out her right leg with her hands.

		 

		“She overpressured the tunnels?” I heard Mother ask.

		 

		“She asked a pretty powerful Air Elemental to do it,” Declan answered. “It agreed. Either because it liked messing with the insides of the mountain or because her will is strong enough to bind it, or… both.”

		 

		“You must be the witch. There were tons and tons of stone in there,” Hosokawa said.

		 

		“A strong Air elemental can create explosive results within a relatively small, enclosed space,” Declan answered. I turned to see him frowning at the ancient Japanese swordsman. Rock and rubble had climbed an invisible wall of force that protected him, Stacia, and Mother, rising five feet up the side of his dome. The round bulk of the Obliterator hovered thirty feet over his head.

		 

		I was still looking back at the three under the shield when I felt the flutter of air and saw the blur of the Ancient as she hit Declan’s dome. It was just a flicker of motion that solidified into a small person shape for the briefest of instances before it disappeared in a flash of actinic blue light.

		 

		My vison cleared immediately, showing a wisp of smoke rising from the dome. I turned my head, catching sight of the Elders’ confused looks before I concentrated on what appeared to be a new gap torn into the forest vegetation about a hundred and fifty feet away.

		 

		“She’s out there,” I said, shifting around to face the woods. The others did as well, Hosokawa’s broken arm now moving as he rapidly healed. Ondrej’s head popped, the bone pressing itself back out to normal shape.

		 

		“What spell was that?” Galina asked the witch from behind us. She sounded okay, but I knew my mother. She was shocked—likely by both the Ancient’s speed and Declan’s defense.

		 

		“That was an extra-heavy charge of electricity. I’ve learned to electrify my shield when vampires are around,” Declan said.

		 

		The forest was quiet, not a single sound—no insects, birds, not even wind to stir the leaves on the trees. Then, with no warning, she was simply there, on the edge of the vegetation, silent and staring.

		 

		She was tiny, smaller than Lydia by far, almost child-sized, caught forever between girl and woman. Black hair, black eyes, alabaster white skin, wearing torn blue silk pants and shirt, feet bare. A tiny tendril of smoke rose from her hair, and in her left hand she held a fan-shaped object that appeared to be made of dark, polished stone. Her onyx-colored eyes stared at each of us in turn, pausing briefly on Tzao and Christian before ending on the trio behind us. Then she spoke, softly, in a high voice. I am fluent in Mandarin and have a working knowledge of Cantonese and some Min, but this was unintelligible to me. Elder Tzao translated.

		 

		“She asks what you did to her,” Tzao said, looking back at Declan.

		 

		“I blocked her from attacking us,” he said without hesitation.

		 

		Tzao started to translate but the Ancient raised one tiny hand and silenced one of the scariest vampires I know. Then she spoke again.

		 

		“She asks if you are a witch,” Tzao said.

		 

		“Yes,” the youngest among us said to the oldest.

		 

		The Ancient spoke again, almost instantly, her right hand rubbing her forehead briefly.

		 

		“She has never encountered a shield so strong,” Tzao said.

		 

		The Ancient turned her gaze on Tzao and considered her for a moment, head tilted just ever so slightly. She spoke again and Tzao answered with a short bow and a word that sounded like an affirmative. The ancient raised her right hand and pointed at my Christian, asking Tzao another question. I could feel my Chosen revving up, probably preparing to fire his aura at the vampire, but currently Senka and Ondrej were between the tiny monster and my mate, partially blocking his view and consequently his line of fire.

		 

		This time, it took Tzao quite a few sentences to answer. The Ancient stood frozen when the Elder who was her granddaughter stopped speaking. Then she turned back to Christian.

		 

		‘Youu. Oof mine… line,” she said with thickly accented, extremely broken English. It was terrifying. Her voice was high-pitched and childlike, but she had apparently learned a new language in mere moments.

		 

		“So I’m told,” Christian said, his voice deep like when Grim is in charge. The Ancient turned back to Tzao and asked a question.

		 

		“She wants to know why we are all standing against her. Why have we not fed her? She thought the witch and wolf were for her to break her fast, but they have been allowed to resist. Why?” Tzao translated.

		 

		“Because none of us are food,” Chris said, earning himself a glare from Senka, who answered next.

		 

		“Please convey to the venerable Ancient that we had no warning that she would awaken from her slumber or we would have been prepared.”

		 

		Tzao translated that and the Ancient thought about it. Then she asked a question. Tzao hesitated, then answered, her words short. Then she spoke to us. “She asked how long she has been sleeping. I explained it has been over a thousand years since she last woke.”

		 

		The terrifyingly old vampire asked another question, frowning in a way that brought me to the balls of my feet.

		 

		“She asks why there is always fire and thunder when she awakens,” Tzao reported.

		 

		“Tell her that unfortunately protective devices were triggered,” Senka suggested.

		 

		“Too…protect whoo?” the Ancient asked.

		 

		“Everyone,” Christian said without hesitation. It was Grim speaking but Senka either didn’t realize or didn’t care, the expression she turned on him clearly exasperated.

		 

		“Wi—wissse,” the old one answered.

		 

		“Surely the thunder and fire weren’t needed, old one,” Senka said, holding her hands out at her sides, palms down.

		 

		The tiny vampire stared at her for a moment, face blank. And then she smiled, sending chills down my spine. She spoke and her speech had already improved noticeably. “If only that was so.”

		 

		She disappeared in a blur that I could only just follow, moving first to slam the giant Ondrej off his feet, knocking him forty feet backward, before driving sideways into Tzao, who flew away as if snatched by a giant’s hand. And then she headed for me.

		

	


		Chapter 31

		 

		I had no time to swing either sword. Hell, I barely had enough time to lean sideways. She was just suddenly there, in a flying side kick that would have removed my head from my shoulders had I not moved eleven or twelve inches out of the way. The air snapped in the wind of her passage. I let my sideways momentum flow into a spinning turn, left foot coming around and planting as I held out one sword-equipped hand and Pushed on her flying body.

		 

		She didn’t so much as stumble, even though my shove moved her an additional ten feet away. Instead, she landed and turned with a grace that was almost beautiful to watch. Almost. She smiled and started forward, only to stop stock-still as a blast of light like the sun itself flashed across in front of her, missing her by a hair. The beam of power struck a stone statue, vaporizing the rock like water, its passage disintegrating a three-inch swath of blue silk across the Ancient’s marble-white abdomen.

		 

		She instantly fled backward, deep into the jungle, as another slightly smaller-diameter beam of light flashed down from above, striking just behind her. Then she was gone.

		 

		I looked to my right where Declan stood, hand out, his expression shocked.

		 

		“I should have hit her,” he said.

		 

		“I couldn’t hit her, Father,” the Obliterator said from overhead, “and my reflexes are electron-fast. She is very, very quick.”

		 

		A large form blurred back into the clearing: Ondrej, covered in brush and leaves, holding his five-foot longsword, his eyes fierce with battle anger. Tzao moved back into the center of the clearing at a more sedate pace, her eyes locked on a portion of the forest.

		 

		“Where is she?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Use your heart, Heaven’s Warrior,” Tzao said to him, her eyes still tracking something I could neither see nor hear. “She is our distant progenitor. Feel her… deep in your blood.”

		 

		Tzao continued to turn her body, hopefully tracking the monstrous little vampire. Hokosawa spun his twin swords, one at a time, his body relaxed, his eyes gleaming with the most expression I have ever seen.

		 

		I looked at my Chosen and found him standing still, eyes closed, a slight frown on his brow. Then a second later, his brow smoothed out and he started to turn his body in the same direction that Tzao was facing. He felt my attention. “I can feel her. It’s like a tug on my body.”

		 

		“She can feel you too,” Tzao said. “Perhaps better than we can. It will make your job very, very hard.”

		 

		“She can feel when I’m going to take a shot at her?” Chris asked, his eyes coming open but his body still turning.

		 

		“I do not know, but I feel it is likely,” Tzao said, reaching into one baggy silk sleeve to pull out a blade that appeared to be made of crystal. Its blade was over a foot long and it had a hilt that was wrapped in something that looked like sharkskin. She glanced my way. “Synthetic diamond.” Her eyes flicked to my tungsten carbide swords. “Those might have a chance. Her skin is very tough. Common steel is not adequate,” she said, now glancing at Ondrej and his monstrous sword.

		 

		“Arashi-san has steel katanas,” the giant protested in a voice like that of a small dragon.

		 

		“Tool steels, folded over a thousand times with embedded diamonds,” Hosokawa said, matter-of-factly.

		 

		“Bah,” Ondrej said.

		 

		Suddenly Omega’s Obliterator shot sideways across the clearing, smashing into the jungle like it was nothing but illusion. Trees were shattered and knocked over as it bulldozed after the tiny vampire who apparently led it on a wild chase deeper into the wilderness before turning back our way.

		 

		The forest exploded, exactly where Tzao and Christian were facing, splinters of tree flying outward as a tiny blur shot straight at Senka’s giant bodyguard. He was ready, his huge sword cutting sideways with enough force to sever a two-foot oak trunk.

		 

		The Ancient came to a sharp sudden stop a millimeter short of his sword’s path, the material of her shirt flaring out into the path of the razor-sharp blade. My vison zoomed down to witness the tip of Ondrej’s sword snick through the silk, then it was past her and she shot forward. The giant vampire’s body completely blocked the tiny Darkkin, but when her bloody hand exploded out of his back, clutching his spine, his fate was clear.

		 

		Hosokawa was there almost instantly, his blades slashing down at the little vampire’s exposed back, first one katana, then the other. Somehow, she spun, Ondrej’s massive body flung from her bloody arm like it had no mass at all. The stone fan clutched in one tiny, bone-white hand knocked the Duelist’s right-hand blade away while the bloody hand actually caught the other sword, edge first.

		 

		Without hesitation, Hosokawa immediately demonstrated the skill and reflexes that had made him the Duelist, drawing his left blade straight back in a smooth slice while his right sword came back from being deflected to cut down toward her legs.

		 

		The Ancient blurred backward, ducking as a tightly focused burst of purple energy shot over her head, dodging right as a beam of light shot down from above and behind as the Obliterator came smashing out of the jungle. Omega’s drone reacted to her move with electronic speed, firing three beams at once, one of which flashed through the Ancient’s left shoulder. Then she was simply gone, the air popping as it rushed to fill empty space.

		 

		“I cut her,” Hosokawa said, holding one blade out, a thick black fluid dripping down the edge.

		 

		I turned to look at Ondrej. His body looked shattered. His legs weren’t moving but his arms were trying to push him upright. I managed to take a single step in his direction before his body was yanked into the forest by one of the strongest Pulls of vampire energy I had ever felt.

		 

		“She will feed,” Senka said. “She will heal. He was old, his blood powerful. Prepare yourselves.” There was something in her voice, an emotion I had never heard before. Sorrow?

		 

		“But she left blood behind,” Declan said, stretching his left hand toward the Duelist. A fat droplet of black blood jumped from the katana and shot through the air toward the witch. Suddenly it froze in mid-air as if pulled in a new direction—the same direction Ondrej had gone.

		 

		Without hesitation, Declan raised his right hand and a bolt of eye-searing white shot into the forest at the same time that another blast of purple aura shot from Christian’s own palm.

		Almost simultaneously, the Obiliterator fired its weapons too, bolt after bolt of energy stabbing into the vegetation—an auto-fire barrage of plasma-hot beams that exploded tree trunks, limbs, dirt, and rock. A scream rose sharply, then faded in a split second. Another hit had been scored, but the Ancient had retreated with unholy speed.

		 

		“Can you do anything with that?” Chris asked our witch, gesturing at the drop of blood that now hovered in front of Declan. “Because I can’t seem to hit her for shit.”

		 

		“I think that answers the question of whether she can use her connection to you to anticipate your actions,” Mother said.

		 

		“Use your bond with Tanya to blur the connection,” Stacia suggested. “Feed her some of that disinformation that the modern world is so fond of.”

		 

		“And while you do, I’m going to do some work with this little gift she left us,” Declan said, kneeling down and digging through his bag of tricks while the drop of blood held still as a stone in the air in front of him.

		 

		I looked to my Chosen and found him gazing back at me, expression thoughtful. “What do you think?”

		 

		“They say that role-playing can spice up a relationship,” I said, a grin forming on my lips. The others all turned to me with surprise on their faces—except Stacia, who just grimaced.

		 

		“Who says that?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Well, Lydia said it… once,” I said, even as I felt for our bond, pushing my intentions to him.

		 

		“Kinky little vampire,” Stacia said while an answering grin formed on Chris’s face.

		

	


		Chapter 32

		 

		“Will she return?” Galina asked. “What’s to keep her from just racing to the city of Xi’an and eating a few hundred people?”

		 

		“We have challenged her,” Senka said. “Actually, we’ve wounded her—twice, maybe three times. Old vampires have a hard time ignoring challenges from much younger vampires. Not to mention that she left her blood in the hands of a powerful witch.”

		 

		“She is returning now,” Tsao said, turning in place.

		 

		“At speed,” Omega said from his drone.

		 

		I felt myself turning as well and knew that Chris was doing the same. I felt what seemed like a little tug, from about an inch below my solar plexus.

		 

		She came in just as fast as before, but I could sense her motion a little better now. A lethal blur that shot arrow-straight at Senka.

		 

		My grandmother met her, blocking an open-hand blow that would have crushed a car. Senka counterpunched, scoring a direct hit to the Ancient’s face. The monster that was shaped like a very young woman smiled and spun a series of strikes so fast that it was all the Elder could do to attempt to block them. But that’s all she needed to do—survive—because then Chris and I arrived at her side.

		 

		My head buzzed, our link operating a bit differently than when we are in normal combat. That’s because normally I’m sparring against Grim or with him, side by side, but I don’t normally let him actually inside my head to help me fight. We had practiced this several times in our gym, except there wasn’t anyone we could spar with who would last against the pair of us for more than a few seconds. Even with all of Arkady’s people at once, fighting as a linked pair of Chosen was too great an advantage. We had worked at it in order to possibly fight an Elder, but we’d never had a chance to try our skills against one.

		 

		Now we closed on the Ancient as one, each feeling the other, each knowing every bit of kinesthetic information our bodies and senses could provide to the other.

		 

		The Ancient must have sensed a difference in Chris, as she instantly shifted away from Senka and around toward my side, intentionally lining the three of us up so she could fight one at a time.

		 

		One of the better ways to fight multiple combatants is to force them to come at you one on one. Whether it was King Leonidas and the 300 against the Persians at Themopylae or a three-on-one sparring match at the local dojo, forcing your opponents to stack up behind each other is a time-honored answer to being outnumbered.

		 

		The Ancient seemed well versed. She moved around me, putting my body between herself and the other two, even as she struck me with circular sweeps of her empty hand and the stone fan in her other. Her style clearly rooted in Chinese wushu or actually, modern wushu was more likely rooted in her art. She was fast and powerful, combining strikes and kicks with aggressive use of Pushing and Pulling, bare feet and hands against my swords. But I found myself surprised. Her power was unreal and she was hellish fast, but her technique lacked sophistication. Simple strikes that I had no trouble reading because despite her tactics, she wasn’t fighting just me.

		 

		By pulling Grim into myself, my blocks, dodges, and escapes became accelerated, faster than normal, my ability to anticipate her counters better, sharper. I have trained since I could stand. But Grim is a savant, a kinesthetic genius, perhaps the ultimate tactician. The Ancient had time to widen her eyes once at my successful defense and then she had to block my first two counterstrikes before my third blow hit her snow-white neck. My sword cut her, a little, but then was knocked from my hand as she counterblocked. Her eyes narrowed and suddenly the air popped and she was gone, escaped back to the cover of the forest, getting clipped in a leg by one of Omega’s energy bolts.

		 

		Our entire bout had been less than two seconds long, enough for an exchange of more than twenty blows, but not enough for Christian to get around Senka and get a clear shot at the Ancient, which clearly frustrated him to no end. I noticed that Omega wasn’t attempting to chase her through the vegetation but was floating over the forest at the edge of the clearing.

		 

		“That was better,” Galina noted from the safety of the shield bubble.

		 

		“Not if she won’t stay and fight,” Chris said, his voice Grim deep.

		 

		“I’m working on that,” Declan said. He was sitting on the ground, cross-legged, drawing a complicated diagram with colored powders on the bare dirt in front of him. The drop of black blood still hovered over his design. “Whatever you do, don’t follow her into the forest.”

		 

		Hosokawa snorted but refrained from saying what was clearly on his face. Senka wasn’t so polite. “You think so, oh wise one?” she asked, staring at him in a way that would scare any sane vampire alive.

		 

		He didn’t even look up from his work. “I meant that my spell, when I activate it, would endanger you too,” he said. “It had occurred to me that hunting her would get you killed. Maybe the best idea is that everyone should go back into the temple with Chris facing outward. He could blast his aura at will without hurting anyone else when she attacks.”

		 

		Galina looked down at him sharply and took a step away. Senka just stared. It was actually the best idea that I had heard all night, but he didn’t know his audience.

		 

		“I will not hide behind a human child and a young… whatever he is,” Hosokawa said, waving at Christian.

		 

		“Elders do not hide,” Senka said, which I didn’t think was exactly true, but her pride was up.

		 

		“Perhaps, then, you should all go back to back?” Stacia suggested.

		 

		As her words finished, an object shot from the foliage like a cannonball, straight at Elder Tzao. The venerable vampire ducked, and the projectile slammed into the young witch’s force field and then fell to the ground. It was Ondrej’s giant head.

		 

		Declan glanced at it, grimaced, and then looked at Senka with a little bit of regret. Perhaps he actually had some idea of how long my grandmother had had her bodyguard.

		 

		“The wolf might have a sound idea,” Hosokawa said, turning to face the woods and backing closer to the rest of us. With only a quick glance at each other, we adopted the tactic, each facing a different direction.

		 

		Silence fell across the clearing, with only the sound of Declan’s scratching and powder pouring to fill the void. My ring started to vibrate at the same time that Chris’s necklace buzzed. A soft wind suddenly swirled around us, rustling the leaves of the trees. It picked up speed and power rapidly.

		 

		“She’s talking to that damned Air elemental again,” Declan said without looking up.

		 

		“Can’t you stop it?” Senka demanded.

		 

		“It won’t listen to me. That fan has some kind of leverage over it,” he said, eyes locked on his work, long-fingered hands pouring powder without so much as a tremor.

		 

		“What good are you then, witch?” my grandmother asked.

		 

		He looked up at her and dusted off his hands. Then he took his right hand and held it palm down over the floating drop of black blood. “Well, I’ve been able to hold a conversation with the two Earth Elementals that live in the mountain. They’ve agreed to help me do this,” he said, slamming his hand down, forcing the drop of blood into the center of his work.

		 

		Instantly the mountain shook under a massive impact that slammed all of us and the fallen rocks around us a half foot into the air. It was as if a meteor had slammed into the mountainside three hundred yards north of our position. A sharp scream of rage and pain sounded from exactly the same spot, accompanied by the roar of hundreds of trees crashing to the ground.

		 

		“What was that?” Chris asked.

		 

		“I increased the Earth’s gravitation field exactly where she stood—by a lot.”

		 

		“A lot?” I asked.

		 

		“I don’t know how to measure it. A lot. It’s got to leave a mark,” he said, levitating the blood back out of the diagram.

		 

		A new sound reached us, like a train crashing through a building… or a supervampire tearing through a forest. The wind jumped in power and volume, blowing at us from the Ancient’s direction, leaves and sticks buffeting the big Obliterator suspended over the forest.

		 

		Declan slammed his hand down again and the ground jumped under a second, equally powerful impact, this time only half the distance between us and the first one.

		 

		The wind exploded in volume and power, going from heavy gusts to cyclonic force in seconds.

		 

		The sudden upsurge in airspeed brought howling buffets of wind along with massive flying chunks of splintered tree limbs and even some of the smaller rocks that littered our clearing.

		 

		We were forced to block and deflect the incoming projectiles as the wind rose exponentially. Between dodging deadly projectiles, the few glimpses I could get of Mother, Stacia, and Declan showed fully half a tree being pressed up on the far side of their shielding dome, rocks and dirt bouncing off the invisible shelter. Stacia had removed her clothing and was fully Changed into her combat form, standing guard over Declan. Mother ignored her companions, her gaze locked on us—no… on me.

		 

		Suddenly, in the middle of the maelstrom, a small void appeared, a space completely calm, like the eye of a hurricane. A single small figure stood in it, watching us. She looked a mess, her clothing ripped and dirty, sticks in her black hair and mud smeared across her white skin like commando camouflage, blood sprayed across her torso. One arm looked twisted and broken and her left leg was no longer straight.

		 

		Sudden light flashed from above, power blasts from the Obliterator, raining down at the Ancient, all of which exploded into and tore at a swirling umbrella of wood, leaves, limbs, dirt, and debris that spun above her head. More and more debris was aggregating into her shield and Omega’s shots were either deflected or absorbed. None of the Ancient’s injuries seemed to matter, as she turned and darted toward Declan’s sphere of magic. I glanced at Chris, but he was literally fighting off a whirlwind storm of tree trunks and rocks propelled by tornadic winds. It was as if the storm had chosen to concentrate on him the most.

		 

		My own body was moving nonstop to deflect the deadly objects that threatened my side of our circle, combat reflexes dodging, blocking as I slipped under and jumped over my own maelstrom of wind-fired projectiles. Despite this, I was able to glance over in time to see Stacia tap her witch’s shoulder with a claw. He looked up and noticed the Ancient approaching. Eyes locked on the vampire monster, he once more slammed his hand down on the floating blood.

		 

		The protective shield of debris over the vampire’s head instantly slammed to the ground, as did every flying object in a ten-foot radius. The ground under her feet actually depressed like a sink hole had opened. Omega fired a burst of power bolts, but then his drone was suddenly hit by the better part of three full-grown flying trees, knocking it off station as the Ancient’s Air Elemental ally attacked it directly.

		 

		The pile of flattened rubbish exploded upward, revealing a torn and battered Ancient, one leg now bent at an impossible angle. She straightened it and then moved, still faster than I could, even dragging her leg. She hit the witch’s shield, stuck for an instant, and then went through it with a pop I could feel, as if the invisible force fabric had torn suddenly. Stacia attacked immediately, only to get knocked away like a doll, and then the Ancient was just suddenly holding Declan off the ground with one hand.

		 

		She put her head back and screamed at the sky. “MY BLOOD!” Her voice had no trace of accent as she yelled.

		 

		Of course. Sympathetic magic works both ways and with a bit of herself already inside the dome, the shield could no longer stop her.

		 

		I saw my mother’s form blur down toward Declan’s bag. When the Ancient lowered her head to look at her prey, Mother was there, sticking the barrel of Declan’s new Glock up against the Ancient’s eye and pulling the trigger until the gun was empty. Fifteen 10mm rounds right into her skull, fired as fast as a machine pistol.

		 

		The Ancient dropped Declan and stood stunned—for a full second. Then she casually backhanded my mother, whose head flew away from her shoulders in a scene my mind refused to process. Mother’s body stood for a moment, blood jetting up into the air before collapsing to the ground.

		 

		The Ancient turned to us, eyes wide, a victorious smile on her face. Christian’s aura blast hit her square in the center of her chest, the violet energy disappearing into her body. She froze, eyes shocked. She had enough time to turn her surprised gaze on Chris and then she simply exploded into dust and ash that was instantly ripped away by the wind. The stone fan fell to the ground and immediately the gales died. Nothing remained of the oldest vampire to ever live.

		

	


		Chapter 33

		 

		I have no memory of movement. One moment I stood back to back with the others, and the next I was holding my mother’s body. Her head was a few feet away, her blue eyes staring at me, those eyes that were the first thing I had ever seen the first time I opened my own. She was smiling even as the light of life fled and the bright blue dulled. Then my mate was there, holding me as I held her.

		 

		Movement caught my eyes, some instinct taking over my motor functions even as my mind refused to process the images in any meaningful way. Stacia, naked and human, was crawling to her witch. Additional motion in the corner of my eye was Senka approaching with a look on her face I had never seen before. Sorrow. She moved to Mother’s head and reverently picked it up, turning to me as she stroked the dark brown hair. She stepped over and set the head at the top of the shoulders, pausing before looking at me.

		 

		“Some discounted her. Said her only contribution to the Coven was to birth you. Yet when our worst nightmare became real, it was Galina, using the modern technology that others despise, who made the difference at the exact and perhaps only moment that counted,” she said, her eyes still immeasurably sad, yet holding a glint of pride as well.

		 

		“She did more than I did,” I said.

		 

		“No, she did what she could, and she did it with exquisite timing,” Senka said. “She died to protect you. As a mother should. If anything, she did more than me.”

		 

		“But she was protecting Declan,” I said, tears streaming down my face.

		 

		“Yes, but as she pulled the trigger, she looked at me and then you,” Chris said. “She was teeing the Ancient up for my shot and she damn well knew it.”

		 

		Ten feet away, Declan stirred in his wolf’s arms. He lifted his head and looked around, groggy until he saw me, Chris, and Grandmother by Mother. Then he grimaced and sat up. Looking around, he appeared confused. Then his eyes fell on two objects, the fallen stone banana fan and the empty Glock, before darting back to Mother. His expression changed from bewildered to wide-eyed guilt.

		 

		“No. Don’t even go there,” I said.

		 

		“If I hadn’t…” he trailed off.

		 

		“Used her blood to body slam her harder than any of us could do?” I asked. “Do you think any of us would have survived if her full speed and power had been left to her?”

		 

		He met my eyes, then looked at Chris.

		“I couldn’t hit her,” my mate said sadly. “Not without hitting everyone. And a broad range shot might not have had the power to take her out. I put everything I had into that last shot. Without Galina’s sacrifice… it wouldn’t have worked.”

		 

		“To assign blame is pointless and never ending. Ultimately it is my fault for awakening her in the first place,” Elder Tzao said. “Galina sacrificed herself to correct my error.”

		 

		“Don’t fool yourself,” Stacia said, her head on Declan’s shoulder, eyes on mine. “She did it to protect her kid. It’s what moms do.”

		 

		“The sun is rising,” the Obliterator suddenly announced as it hovered back overhead. “I have summoned emergency transport, using your name, Elder Tzao. A Coven-shielded helicopter that has room beyond my capacity will be here in approximately thirty-three minutes.”

		 

		Almost as one, we looked from the drone to the eastern sky, which was lightening rapidly.

		 

		“The temple will provide temporary shelter from its rays,” Omega said.

		 

		“I will greet the dawn with my daughter and, perhaps, my granddaughter,” Senka said. “Galina is beyond the pain that will be mere discomfort for Tanya and I.”

		 

		“I too will greet the sun,” Tzao said, kneeling down at Senka’s side. Hosokawa said nothing, instead simply dropping down to sit cross-legged behind us.

		 

		“I think I will do it with clothes on,” Stacia said, pulling on her discarded shirt and leggings.

		 

		“Omega, do you have food for Chris and Stacia?” Declan asked, lying back on the ground.

		 

		A cluster of small drones detached from the Obliterator, each softball-sized orb carrying a sack.

		 

		“As well as blood for the Darkkin,” the machine said.

		 

		Thirty minutes later, when the Avicopter AC313 touched down, the human Coven security force found us all facing the sun, sipping bags of blood or eating microwaved breakfast sandwiches from Omega’s seemingly endless supply.

		 

		The team leader bowed to the two Elders, her eyes darting around the temple grounds. Declan had cleared a landing spot big enough for the aircraft by the simple expedient of asking one or both of his new elemental friends to simply open the ground and absorb tons of broken trees, sticks, rocks, and leaves. Finding a single, perfectly bare circle in the midst of tornado devastation visibly confused the team leader and her people, but they were too well trained or too well conditioned to ask questions.

		 

		I carried Mother, wrapped in a silk wall hanging from the temple, to the helicopter and placed her inside. Senka carried what we were able to recover of Ondrej, a carefully wrapped bundle that was only as long as the five-foot sword strapped to its outside. The Ancient had torn him apart when she drank his blood and the cyclonic winds had reduced his remains considerably.

		 

		We loaded into the helicopter, the security force boarding last, and the big aircraft lifted off, escorted by a black orb-shaped drone the size of a Volkswagen Beetle.

		 

		The flight to Xi’an International Airport was short, maybe twenty minutes. I’m not sure. I was in a fugue, thinking of my mother as I looked out the window. She was almost three hundred years old and had carried me, in vitro and in a form of biological stasis, for most of that time. To say I had known her my whole life didn’t quite cover the reality. It has been speculated that I was somehow aware, at some level, during that entire multi-century span. That I learned and picked up on experiential learning alongside her, thus my very precocious early years. I’m exactly as old as Christian, yet when he was just learning to stand on wobbly toddler legs, I was already swinging a tiny sword and reading books. Lydia loves nothing better than to remind him of these facts whenever she can. I, wisely, keep my mouth shut. Male egos are fragile, even those of fallen angels who can call down asteroids.

		 

		My mother had guarded, trained, taught, and watched over me forever. And now she was gone. There and then not. Opiniated, overbearing, critical to a T, yet enormously proud. But no more. Vampires can live very long lives, but most don’t. Ours is a violent culture. I’d seen death early, and, unfortunately, killed my first person by the time I was eight. But Mother was eternal. Seemingly impervious to the dangers that killed off so many other vampires.

		 

		Christian swears we have souls. Barbiel has told me the same. Yet a part of me has always doubted. Was everything that was my mother gone? As if she’d never existed. Or did she still remain, in some way, somewhere?

		 

		“My entire family died to protect me,” Christian said softly. “I know that same night was enormously traumatic for you as well. I don’t know and can’t know what it cost you to lose your blood nurse that way. But I do know about losing parents… siblings. When I die, I hope it is long, long before anything happens to Wulf or Cora. And if I die protecting them, then that is an absolutely fine death. We all die… even multi-millennial vampires. How we do so should have meaning.” He squeezed my hand in his burning hot one and looked out the window in our row.

		 

		He was right. He would have no way to understand about how I felt when I killed Belina. If Mother was stern and critical, Belina was warm and safe. She fed me from her own body, sang songs to me, played silly games that no vampire would, comforted me when my feelings were bruised. She couldn’t have loved me more if I had been her child rather than Galina’s. I’ve been accused of not having a sense of humor. I do, because she taught me to have one—telling me silly jokes much, much goofier than the Chuck Norris stuff that Declan is so fond of. But I buried that humor when I buried Belina. I killed her. Drank her to death. Dr. Singh told me it was about the most peaceful death a human could have. Our bite doesn’t generally hurt; our hormones relax our prey, eventually lulling them to sleep even as they bleed out, if we take it that far. Death by vampire exsanguination is as peaceful as you can get. She was young, twenty-seven, when she died. She had worked for Mother for years, a stray that Galina had taken in off the streets as a teen runaway. When I was born, there was no human staff member Mother would entrust me to but her, albeit usually under the eye of a vampire like Lydia or Nika. She taught me to control my feeding, to stop long before I weakened her. Until that night, the one where I didn’t.

		 

		We know now that it was the exact same night Christian’s family was murdered. That some latent, fate-proclaimed link embedded in the two of us, probably from birth, if not before, had likely activated when he was forced to hide and listen to his family being brutally murdered.

		 

		Chris’s grandfather had shown me the copy of the police report he had obtained after the crime. My Chosen, an eight-year-old boy with no prior experience to prepare him, had endured an estimated three hours and forty minutes of terror as the Hellbourne cruelly tortured and chopped his family to bloody pieces. His unending terror had transmitted itself to me, and in response, I had lost control when I needed control most. Never again.

		 

		Had our roles been switched and I had been the one to face a brutal killer at age eight, it might have gone differently. A Hellbourne almost killed me at age twenty-three, catching me unaware. But breaking into Galina Demidova’s house might have been different, might have raised some kind of alarm or alert. And an alerted eight-year-old Tatiana was far, far more dangerous than her Chosen-to-be was at the same age. And a reverse-time Christian, terrified by my long-distance ordeal, would have been very unlikely to kill his own mother.

		 

		But it was what it was. And I had lost control of my feeding. Never again. There is only one I will feed from now and he can stop me if he needs to.

		 

		At the airport, our Coven copter landed at the private jet terminal and we boarded a Coven jet, one of Tzao’s, all nine of us, including our dead.

		 

		The sun was high in the sky on Saturday morning as we flew across the Pacific Ocean to California. That took twelve hours, as our witch was too exhausted to open a portal. But after sleeping the whole flight, he stepped out of Tzao’s 787 while it was refueling in California and sat cross-legged on the tarmac, facing the busy runways. By the time we were ready to depart, he had somehow gathered enough kinetic energy from hundreds of landing and departing planes to rip a new portal, one big enough for our Dreamliner.

		 

		Ten minutes later, we were on approach to JFK. I will say that we had far less fuss and red tape in China. Tzao’s power and influence cut through bureaucracy like Omega’s beam weapons through steel armor. But you jump one little 787 from the West Coast to the East and all kinds of people get their panties in a wad, as Lydia would say.

		 

		Omega shut all that crap down and used his own digital clout to clear our arrival. The end result was we were back in the Tower and holding our children by the last hours of Saturday.

		 

		The Demidova Tower was ready for us when we arrived. Our flight over the Pacific had given me lots of time to call Lydia and Nika, who was back from her European adventure. News of Mother’s death was fully disseminated throughout the corporation long before we landed on US soil.

		 

		The staff was quiet and respectful as we went directly to our children, finding them guarded in their nursery by two thousand pounds of nanny bear. When we tucked them in for the day, I couldn’t bear (no pun intended) to leave them, and so we sat on the nursery floor, Chris, Awasos, and I. Eventually, as Sunday aged enough for the sun to awaken, I fell asleep in my mate’s arms, cushioned by an actual wall of fur and muscle.

		

	


		Chapter 34

		 

		I came awake as the sun faded on Sunday evening. Chris was holding me, wide awake yet still spooning me. My eyes opened, facing away from him, yet he knew it.

		 

		“Hey,” he said softly. I would have asked about the twins, but I already knew. They were out in the family room, listening to something or someone. I concentrated and heard Stacia’s voice, reading a book about a big friendly giant.

		 

		“They woke up about forty minutes ago,” Chris said, his lips against my ear. “I fed them and got them dressed. Unca Dec and Stacia are keeping them busy.”

		 

		I sat up and turned to look down at him. “Where’s Lisle? What’s my schedule?”

		 

		He sat up slowly. “You don’t have one. I canceled it… due to lack of interest.”

		 

		I felt myself frown.

		 

		“I thought we might all get together and have a little, private memorial for Galina,” he said.

		 

		I must have kept frowning.

		 

		“I’ve spoken to the Elders and I woke Lydia and Nika. I thought it might be a good idea to all meet, down in the chapel, and just… remember,” he said.

		 

		My Chosen knows more about grieving than I. I’ve lost people, including a father, but he had been a parent in name only. The others hadn’t been family, not truly. Christian had buried his mother, father, and brother, then years later, his beloved grandmother. And I felt numb. Besides wanting to see my children, I had no agenda. None. Me, the CEO of one of Earth’s fastest-growing companies. So his plan sounded… okay.

		 

		We left the nursery and went first to the family room. “Momma, big fendy giant!” Cora said, pointing to the book in Stacia’s hands. The twins were sitting on their minders’ laps, Wulf on Declan’s and Cora in Stacia’s. A big black and tan wolf lay on the floor by the couch where they all sat. ‘Sos lifted his toothy head and looked at me, ears perked. He did that head tilt thing that canines do, the one where you can just about see them thinking about things.

		 

		I gathered my babies and hugged them tight, then looked at Chris.

		 

		“We can shower and change clothes. You should probably feed,” he said. “Then we’ll gather the others and have a little memorial, just for us. After that, I think your grandmother and Tzao want to speak with you, maybe both of us. Not sure. Other than that, I had Lydia wipe out your schedule.”

		 

		“You woke her?” I asked.

		 

		He grinned and shot a glance sideways at Declan, who tried to look nonchalant. Stacia just chuckled.

		 

		“What did you two do?” I asked, mildly interested.

		 

		“Nika woke right up but Lydia wasn’t budging. Declan offered to use a little Water magic he’s been working on. It worked,” Chris said, clearly thoroughly pleased.

		 

		“They soaked her, then Mr. Magic-is-For-Serious-Stuff-Only completely dried her out before she could even sit up,” Stacia explained. “She sputtered and yelled but there wasn’t any evidence she could use to accuse them. She’s still puzzled.”

		 

		I pictured it and despite myself, I had to laugh. My sister so loved to taunt and insult them. Perhaps she had bit off more than she could sip.

		 

		It only took a half hour to clean up, dress, and take a nip from Christian’s wrist. Then he led me, Stacia, Declan, and the babies to the chapel. The kids rode on their wolfen steed. “I don’t think they should come,” I told Chris for the fifth time. “They’re too young to understand that she’s gone.”

		 

		“Tanya, please just trust me,” he said, holding the door open to the chapel. Inside, we found the two Elders, Lydia, Nika, and even Arashi Hosokawa. Arkady was there, as was Deckert and Dr. Singh.

		 

		Chris asked everyone to take a seat, which caused both Elders to raise their eyebrows at him. Lydia was alternating a glare between him and Declan, although she left off long enough to hug me. Nika, as usual, looked like she already knew what to expect. Soon enough, we were all seated in the chairs that had been arranged in an arc. I was in the center of the semi-circle, both babies on my lap, both oddly quiet and attentive. ‘Sos parked himself at my feet. Senka was on my right, Tsao on hers, with Hosokawa and Arkady next to them. Lydia and Nika were on my left, with Declan and Stacia beyond them, then Singh and Mr. Deckert.

		 

		Chris moved up to the front and faced all of us, the cross on the wall directly behind him.

		 

		“We lost someone important to all of us yesterday. Galina Demidova ended her time on this world with an act of incredible bravery and self-sacrifice that I for one will never forget,” he said.

		 

		“Please, as if I did it for you,” Mother said from behind him, just suddenly there, a grinning Barbiel at her side. With a wide, sincere smile, Chris turned and looked at her. He wasn’t surprised to see her. She looked perfect and beautiful, no sign of injury. In fact, she seemed to almost glow.

		 

		“Hello, blood of my blood,” my mother said to me, smiling sadly. She had been beside Barbiel but without any motion or movement, she was just suddenly in front of me and the babies. Stunned, I just sat there, my mouth falling open. Then I felt her hands take hold of both sides of my face. She felt real and for a second I thought she was somehow alive, through some miraculous recovery, but she frowned and shook her head. “One last time,” she said and she kissed my forehead. The highest honor I could earn as a child had been such a kiss. Tears streamed down both cheeks and I couldn’t seem to breathe. She smiled again, then leaned down to kiss Cora and Wulf on their own foreheads. “Such smart grandchildren!” she exclaimed, holding their hands as she lifted her eyes back to mine.

		 

		“Hhhow?” I asked, my throat constricting for some reason.

		 

		“Your mate, who I will allow is perhaps a decent choice for you, did some string pulling,”

		Galina said, her voiced filled with the same satisfaction of her privilege that I had heard all my life.

		 

		“It is unique,” Barbiel said. “But it has been allowed for two of Yahweh’s favorite angels, one time only.”

		 

		Just to his side, my Christian was rolling his eyes and my link told me that my mate had other ideas. I held his eyes and mouthed a thank you, even as Mother greeted Senka.

		 

		“I’m not allowed to say anything, but it should be obvious that what Christian told us that night in Plasma is true,” Mother said, glancing to me as well. “We do live on. All of us. Ondrej is here, and others. It’s glorious. The—”

		 

		“Hup, hup!” Barbiel interrupted, which earned him an annoyed glare from Galina. It bounced off him like bullets off steel armor.

		 

		“I will say that I believe I can watch you from the other side, especially if you think of me and remember me,” Mother said, smiling wider than I had ever seen in my life.

		 

		The angel cleared his throat, looking at a big silver and gold watch that was suddenly on his wrist. Mother immediately moved back to me, again holding my face and staring into my eyes. “It has been my life’s greatest achievement to raise you, to teach you, and to know you. There is no prouder mother of a child than I,” she said, then she kissed my head again and was gone.

		 

		Barbiel was still there, right in front of all of us, and he was smiling. “I am also permitted to pass you a message. Belina wants you to know that she loves you, will always love you, that she is safe, happy, and loved, and that you absolutely must stop blaming yourself.”

		 

		He disappeared. No sound, no motion, just there one moment and then not.

		

	


		Chapter 35

		 

		Nobody said a word. Cora reached up and touched my cheek, pulling back her finger to examine the wetness. “Momma cry?” she asked, puzzled. Beside her, Wulf too waited for me to answer.

		 

		I gathered them in a hug. “Grandma is gone,” I said, trying to figure out how to explain.

		 

		Chris snorted.

		 

		“You have another trick up your sleeve?” Lydia asked him.

		 

		“You heard her. If you think about her and remember her, she will visit, like any who have passed on might,” he said, his expression a little smug.

		 

		“Buuuuut?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“Nothing. Well, it just…” He started to speak, then stopped and looked at everyone. “You all know how ghosts drain flashlight batteries and stuff?”

		 

		“What?” Arashi Hosokawa asked, completely baffled.

		 

		“You probably don’t watch the same shows we do,” Chris said to the Duelist. “Hell, you probably don’t watch shows at all.”

		 

		“Don’t be absurd,” the old warrior replied. “Of course I watch television. The Great British Baking Show is sublime.”

		 

		“Well, if you’ve ever watched any paranormal investigation shows, you’ll know that it’s common for batteries of electronic recorders, flashlights, and cameras to all go dead in the presence of paranormal activity. The theory goes that spirits of those who have passed can draw on that stored electrical energy and convert it to a form that they can use to manifest,” Chris said.

		 

		The vampires all just looked at him like he was crazy, but Declan was nodding.

		 

		“Yup, it’s normal for spirits to need to draw energy from other sources. When we’re alive, our bodies produce energy from chemical reactions in the food we eat. Those without bodies need another source,” the witch said.

		 

		“Exactly,” Chris said, holding his hands up at his sides like it was clear as moonlight.

		 

		“Oh…” Declan said, clearly arriving on the same brain frequency as my mate. “You know, that might just work.”

		 

		“What are you two toddlers talking about?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Chris’s aura,” I said. “If he lends it to a visiting spirit, he’s wondering if we would have manifestations.”

		 

		“Can you do that?” Senka asked.

		 

		“I don’t see why not. Maybe take a little practice to not blast it out, but possibly,” he said.

		 

		“I will bow out and wait for the report,” Hosokawa said. “The Ancient came apart like grave dust.”

		 

		“Anyway, it’s an idea. Maybe Declan can help me get the power level right so that I empower the spirit visitor and not damage any Darkkin by accident,” Chris said, smiling hopefully.

		 

		“Nyet!” Arkady said suddenly. “Dead is dead. They cannot be brought back. Dangerous!”

		 

		“Easy there, big guy,” Lydia said. “I’d agree with you for the most part if we were talking about anybody else. But he’s an angel… the Hammer of God, remember. If anyone can do it and keep the demons and evil spirits at bay, it’s him.”

		 

		“Lydia has a point. What we just saw was fantastic,” Senka said, glancing at all of us, especially Tzao, who nodded in agreement. “My child, killed before my eyes, yet appearing from beyond death. There has, to my knowledge, never been a rumor, legend, or story of any Darkkin ever showing up as a spirit or ghost. They are all just simply gone. But here she was, a vampire in the afterlife. Incredible.”

		 

		“See. There’s my point,” Lydia said. “Now if it was some irresponsible lackwit like Merlin here, I’d run screaming into the daylight, but it should be fine in the hands of Chris Exorcist.”

		 

		Declan froze at her words, his face going white. He started to get up, but I moved, babies and all, appearing in front of him. “She doesn’t know anything about our fight, Declan. You did everything right and nothing wrong,” I said.

		 

		“I thought I could stop her if I used her blood. I thought the risk was worth it. It’s my fault,” he said, meeting my eyes. “Galina would still…”

		 

		“Declan, you slammed her three times with more force than any of us could generate,” Chris interrupted. “Than all of us together could generate. You broke her bones! We could barely break her skin.”

		 

		“They are correct,” Senka said. “My child knew the risks when she joined us. Your attack was better than anything any of us came up with.”

		 

		“I’m not sure what I just said, but they’re right, Declan. I don’t know anything about what you guys did in China, other than that Galina died bravely,” Lydia said.

		 

		“Perhaps it would be best if we filled that void right now,” Senka said. “This group is your core, Tanya, if you vouch for them to keep this secret.”

		 

		“Of course,” I said, looking at the group. They were very definitely the core of our operation.

		 

		“Take your seat, Warlock, and let Venerable Tzao and myself inform your friends of the greatest threat the Coven has ever known—a threat that it has always known,” Senka said.

		 

		Declan sat back down and reached a hand out for Stacia to grasp.

		

	


		Chapter 36

		 

		“What we will discuss is the biggest of the Coven’s secrets. Or at least it was,” Senka began.

		“Only now, within the last day, have we Elders truly become the oldest of the Darkkin. There has always been one other.”

		 

		“She was my grandmother, although I never knew her as such,” Tzao said without pause. “My mother was an Elder but her mother was one known only as the Ancient. She had a name, once… it was Jing, but that had been dropped when my mother was just a young vampire. She was at least three times as old as we are, possibly more.”

		 

		“And that kind of age is, perhaps, truly a perverted thing,” Senka said smoothly. “She was already beyond our understanding by the time Tzao and I were Turned. I knew nothing of her until I ascended to Elder. Tzao has known her most of her life.”

		 

		“Dangerous, unstable, insane from living millennia, she slept, mostly undisturbed, for several thousand years,” Tzao said. “Attended by a secret order within the Coven, she was kept fed by a slow drip of fresh blood into her mouth so that she would never rise from hunger. I was the last child of my parent, born hundreds of years apart from my siblings. Being only twice removed from the Ancient herself and possessing the proper temperament, I was assigned to be one of her attendants. Normally that is a position for life, as keeping Jing’s existence secret has been a paramount responsibility of the Elders.”

		 

		“Why?” I asked.

		 

		“Because she is… was… a danger to our entire world,” my grandmother explained. “We knew of no way to kill her, she was insane—as you saw—when we fought her, and had the ranks of the Coven learned of her, it would have led inevitably to her awakening, either at the hands of Darkkin who wanted to worship her or those who wanted to try and terminate her.”

		 

		“We kept her secret and kept the ones who attended her secret as well,” Tzao said. “I should have lived out my Darkkin life in the manner of my sisters. You might think it a way for a vampire to grow old without the dangers of Darkkin society, but enforced solitude has its own dangers. Attendants of the Ancient rarely made it to five hundred years. Most simply lose interest in life and fail to awaken from Sleep Watch.”

		 

		“That was one of their primary duties: sleeping alongside the Ancient and entering her dreams,” Senka said. “There, they could encourage her to sleep on. My sister Tzao was perhaps the very best at it and certainly the longest lived.”

		 

		“At the time of my five hundredth birthday, the Elders at the time judged my experience, my…” she trailed off as she tried to think of a word.

		 

		“Institutional knowledge,” Nika supplied.

		 

		“Yes, exactly. My institutional knowledge of the Ancient and my connection was judged too valuable to lose. I was brought back into Coven life, trained, and mentored by one of the Elders at that time.”

		 

		“You were always intended to become an Elder,” I said as realization struck.

		 

		“It is so,” Tzao agreed. “But no solution to the Ancient presented itself until Mausya was ascended.”

		 

		“When Christian killed Frimunt,” I said. Then I turned to Senka. “You knew!”

		 

		“I suspected,” my grandmother corrected. “I had heard of what happened with Katrina Westing, Chris, how you aged her, actually turned her human.”

		 

		“I thought you orchestrated the whole thing to get Mausya elected,” I said.

		 

		“I know you did, my dear. Had she failed to take advantage of the situation, she wouldn’t have been Elder material. But it was really a test of your God-given abilities.”

		 

		“Senka maintained that Christian could kill the Ancient,” Tzao said. “I did not believe… until I saw Frimunt die of old age.”

		 

		“Why wait till she woke up?” I asked.

		 

		“Because so many things do not… did not affect her,” Senka said. “I was ninety-percent certain, but that other ten percent held me back.”

		 

		“So, there was a super old vampire who was cuckoo, and you all fought her and killed her… in China?” Lydia asked, clearly done with the backstory.

		 

		The two Elders told the rest about the banana fan, how the Ancient awoke, and the subsequent fight. Hearing it from their mouths, tempered as the story was by the weight of their own years, I was impressed. Till now, I had done nothing but review my own shortcomings in that fight, my own mistakes. But hearing Senka coldly describe the events in China, helped by an even more dispassionate Tzao, made me realize just how badly the odds had been stacked against us.

		 

		“She was that fast and strong?” Lydia asked.

		 

		“Imagine you fighting a drunk human, Lydia. Or a group of drunk humans,” Senka said.

		 

		“Old drunk humans,” Tzao corrected.

		 

		“Without Christian, we likely had no chance, although the boy here showed tremendous skill and power. But she was equipped with her own elemental ally.”

		 

		“Where is the fan?” Hosokawa asked.

		 

		“I have it,” Declan said, opening his magic messenger bag and pulling out the long fan-shaped rock. He held it in his palms but oddly, no one reached for it. Instead, everyone just leaned closer to look.

		 

		About a foot in length, it was made of a smooth dark stone, possibly black jade, shaped somewhat like a palm leaf, a long ovoid form with a raised line down the middle of it.

		 

		The ring on my finger buzzed, very slightly.

		 

		“It controls an Air Elemental?” Lydia asked.

		 

		Declan rocked his head side to side, not a full no but also not agreement. “It will gain their attention. A normal person would have no hope of forcing an elemental to do anything. It’s more like they could request an action and if the elemental was bored, it might comply.”

		 

		“She raised a cyclone,” Hosokawa pointed out.

		 

		“She slept with it under her bed for thousands of years and she had a will honed by millenia,” Declan said without hesitation.

		 

		“Do you plan to destroy it?” Tzao asked the witch. He turned to look at her and missed the tiny flicker of smile that flashed across the Duelist’s face. The old swordsman wasn’t used to people who could stand up to him.

		 

		Declan, on the other hand, looked surprised at the Elder’s question. He shared a look with Stacia, and it was she who answered.

		 

		“You would let us do that?” she asked.

		 

		“Could I stop you?” Tzao asked.

		 

		The couple shared another glance and I saw the tiniest of nods from her to him. He held the fan out toward the Elders.

		 

		Both vampires froze solid, faces blank. A moment passed and then they both shook their heads at the same time. “You must keep it, Warlock,” Senka said. “You are this world’s ambassador to the Elementals. Do with it what you think best for all of us.”

		 

		Vampires are all about control. No newborn Darkkin makes it past their first year unless they can control themselves and their hunger. For the Elders, who embody the ultimate Darkkin ideal of control, to give up the fan was more than my brain could comprehend. Lydia, Arkady, Nika, Dr. Singh, and I all sat still, shocked motionless. Deckert frowned and my Christian pulled back slightly in his own admission of surprise, eyes narrowing slightly.

		 

		“Thank you, Elders,” Stacia said in a sincere voice, Declan nodding at her side. They were holding hands again and I had a moment of realization. These two had truly become a couple.

		 

		Steclan, as Lydia calls them, is a subject my sisters and I have discussed many times. At first it seemed as if Stacia’s wolf had forced her to his side by choosing him for a mate. Yet she also had a fascination with his power and his control of that power.

		 

		From what we know, Stacia’s life had been shattered when her father was killed in service. An early bloomer, she had also faced the unwanted attentions of men and boys for most of her young life. Becoming a werewolf had changed that, giving her the security to never fear another male ever. But meeting a boy with the kind of thoughtful carefulness and kindness of Declan would have been a very different thing, especially as he was capable of almost unimaginable power and destruction, yet refused to use it for even minor acts. She had helped train him to fight with it, so she had seen his reluctance up close and personal.

		 

		The concept of mutual attraction between the two was understandable, but this was something more. They had connected. They were always touching, and he made her laugh, even when she shook her head at his humor, calling them dad jokes, whatever that is. And they decided things together, the way Chris and I did, conferring about actions both big and small.

		 

		“What will you do?” Hosokawa asked.

		 

		“I think we should study it, try to understand it. If it turns out to be a danger or a means of bondage for Air Elementals, I can deconstruct it. But doing that without looking closer at it is, we think, a mistake,” Declan said.

		 

		“You are wise,” Tzao said to him.

		 

		He pointed at Stacia. “Her insight, not mine. I happen to agree, but my first impulse was to atomize the thing. But that’s knee-jerk.”

		 

		Both elders turned to Stacia and gave her a nod. Then they turned to me. “What do you think, Tanya?” Senka asked.

		 

		Second Elder bombshell in mere minutes. My opinion? Since when? Senka laughed, turning to Tzao. “I told you we would surprise them.” The old Chinese vampire didn’t so much as blink.

		 

		“Truly, Tatiana. If our battle with the Ancient taught us anything, it is that our vast ages do not confer limitless wisdom,” Senka said.

		 

		“My sister elder demurs too much,” Tzao said. “Our age, vast or otherwise, provides enough wisdom to recognize patterns in the Universe. Senka, especially, has been swift to point out the rapid cascade of events that have culminated with this moment in time.

		 

		“She identified your birth, Tanya, your Choosing of your mate, the nature of Christian’s importance, the decisions you both made with your school for supernaturals, this young warlock and his formidable mate, the danger of the aliens and the fairies. Now she feels your instincts and knowledge should be listened to. Is it so surprising that we look to you, in this moment of singularity, for direction?”

		 

		It was perhaps the longest single expression Tzao had ever made in my presence. I took a second to marvel at it and then I thought about their words.

		 

		“I think we need to dissect everything. The fight with the Ancient showed gaping holes in our combined responses. We need to fix that, and we need to prevent the Queens and the Vorsook from influencing the opinions of the citizens of this world against the very efforts that will protect them,” I said.

		 

		“You feel the fight with both kinds of aliens will test us more than the Ancient?” Hosokawa asked, leaning forward.

		 

		I shared a glance with Chris. “Yeah, I think we’ll look back on that as a warmup, even though we lost Mother and Ondrej.”

		 

		“I’m in. That was the toughest fight I have seen. I relish the prospect of others, although clearly, training is in order,” the Duelist said, nodding.

		 

		Light flickered next to me and suddenly Omega’s avatar was standing there. “I concur. Coordinating my fighting forces with older vampires will require practice. And that was my first time fighting against a powerful Air Elemental. My weapons should have hit the Ancient with ease, yet her speed, tactics, and the disruptions of the elemental proved a much greater challenge than I had calculated.”

		 

		“The military uses opposing forces in its war gaming. I’m pretty sure I can get a few elementals to participate as such,” Declan said.

		 

		“In a controlled manner?” I asked.

		 

		“Well, that would be key, wouldn’t it?” he said, smiling back.

		 

		“War gaming is exactly what we need,” Chris said. “Both for the Vorsook and for Fairie.”

		“I have spent significant computing time running Vorsook scenarios,” Omega said. “With Father’s help, I can create some highly probable Fairie-driven versions as well.”

		 

		“We also have these public opinion campaigns being waged against us,” I said. “In many ways, that is the greatest immediate danger.”

		 

		“I haven’t reported on my trip to Europe yet,” Nika said with a small smile.

		 

		“I think we have time now,” I said, glancing at Lydia.

		 

		“I told you, I cleared your schedule,” she said.

		 

		“So tell us more,” I said to Nika.

		

	


		Chapter 37

		 

		“Omega provided the name and address of the Belgian company, BonnOir, which is run by Emil Fuchs,” Nika began. “He also owns a security company, Krigsman Sociètè, which is based in France.”

		 

		“That first one sounds like the Irish Gaelic word for gold,” Declan said.

		 

		“And the second, Krigsman, is likely Swedish for warrior,” Nika said, nodding.

		 

		“Warrior Company?” I asked. “Sounds mercenary.”

		 

		“It is,” Nika agreed. “That’s where I found him. The company has offices in the Seventh Arrondissement in Paris. Virtually all of the personnel are ex-military, mostly French, German, and English. The security technology was state of the art.”

		 

		“And it took you all of ten minutes to get in, right?” Lydia asked, pretending to be bored.

		 

		“Seven. Omega ate the security system like Chris eats bacon-wrapped scallops,” Nika said.

		 

		“Do we have any of those?” my mate asked. Both Stacia and Declan perked up at the question.

		 

		“I have just requested several batches from Remy in the Tower kitchen,” Omega said, waving his hand for Nika to continue.

		 

		“The on-duty staff were well trained, equipped with excellent gear, and highly motivated,” Nika said.

		 

		“Yes, yes, and you went past them like hot air,” Lydia said, exasperated. “What did you find, already? Was he there? His schedule, his emails detailing secret plans, a perfumed letter from Morrigan?”

		 

		Nika turned and pinned our sister with a glare. “Let me tell this my way. I hardly ever seek out the limelight, unlike someone else I know.”

		 

		Lydia turned to Declan. “Hear that, D? You gotta stop with the grandstanding. It’s causing friction.” Then she turned back to Nika, her face a mask of understanding and sympathy.

		 

		Nika chose to ignore her, turning back to the rest of us with an aggrieved look.

		 

		“He wasn’t there. His office had documents indicating he had traveled to the US two weeks ago. His scent wasn’t human, and it wasn’t vampire, nor was it any were I have met. It wasn’t much of a scent at all. His calendar noted a reservation for a hotel here in New York. But I also found out that he has a second-in-command and an assistant.”

		 

		“And you found them and read their minds,” Lydia said.

		 

		“Yo, mighty-mite, let her speak,” Chris said.

		 

		The smallest vampire opened her tiny, yet powerful mouth and I covered it with a single finger before looking at Nika for the rest of her story.

		 

		Smiling ear to ear, Nika went on. “I found them together. They’re having a fling, unbeknownst to their boss. Pillow talk is very easy to influence, and people give up all manner of secrets to their lovers.” She looked at Lydia, clearly waiting for a comment, but all she got was a flat glare.

		 

		Smiling even wider, she spoke again. “Fuchs is clearly behind the firefighters. These two were easy to read and easy to get talking about it. That conversation led to one where they tried to figure out their boss’s origins. Their consensus is that he is, perhaps, not human.”

		 

		“He’s here in the US? Have you scanned him?” I asked.

		 

		“No. Omega has,” Nika said, turning to our computer ally’s avatar.

		 

		“He is currently having dinner in the restaurant of his hotel, which is next to the Museum of Natural History,” Omega said. “I have monitored his every move and every communication, meeting, and action, since Nika told me where he was. He has had numerous contacts with a number of Congressional staff members and lower-level federal bureaucrats.”

		 

		“Is he behind this attack?” Chris asked, his eyes flashing deeper violet as he stared at the children still upon my lap.

		 

		“I personally believe he’s the major force behind it,” Nika said. “I’d like to try and read him, but Omega feels that he might sense that and spook.”

		 

		“He is extraordinarily sensitive to his surroundings,” Omega said. “He has come close to detecting my smallest drones on several occasions. His acute senses lead me to believe he is not human. I am currently leaning toward his being an elf, but I’ve been unable to penetrate any glamour, if he has such a thing.”

		 

		“What’s your thought?” Chris asked.

		 

		“He might easily know a vampire, a were, or any of you, by smell. Even Mr. Deckert would likely trip his senses, as he is clearly military and Fuchs hires men and women of such demeanor. In my opinion, the best choice to surveil him is Agent Caeco Jensen, who is currently assisting her team with the investigation into the false firefighter incident—here in New York.”

		 

		I thought about that. He was right that an agent of Fairie would know vampires and other supernaturals as well as much of our cast by sight, smell, or sound. And Caeco was extraordinarily well trained.

		 

		“Would he know of her though?” I asked, looking at Declan.

		 

		He shrugged. “She’s been thoroughly trained in disguise work, including changing her scent, walk, voice, and mannerisms. Her primary job designation was assassin. Yeah, she’d be fine,” he said, glancing at Stacia, who nodded. “Yeah, she’s about the only person I know who has been training as long as you have, Tanya,” she said.

		 

		“Would she do it?” Senka asked.

		 

		“It would be a natural part of her job if we clued her boss, Special Agent in Charge Lois Jay, into our suspicions,” Omega said.

		 

		“Nika already identified people within the Bureau who are compromised,” Chris noted. “Doesn’t it seem possible Agent Jay is too?”

		 

		“I will vouch for Agent Jay, myself,” Omega said. “I developed something of a solid working relationship with her during the Philadelphia incident.”

		 

		“Yeah, she seemed pretty solid to us as well,” Declan said.

		 

		“Okay, let’s get on this,” I said. “And we have to set up training as well. Somewhere we can stretch out our skills and really let fly without observers.”

		 

		“We may have just the place,” Senka said. “Red Hook. An abandoned grain terminal.”

		 

		“How do we buy it? Who owns it?” I asked.

		 

		“You do,” she said, then she smiled sadly. “Galina bought it a few months ago. As her Executor, I can tell you that all she owned goes to you.”

		 

		I felt my eyes water and couldn’t speak for a moment. Chris came to my rescue.

		 

		“Why did she buy it?” he asked.

		 

		“She thought all of your violent underground training was going to destabilize this building. The terminal is twelve stories tall, over four hundred feet long, and something like seventy feet wide. She told me there are dozens of cement silos inside it. She thought it would be a nice playground for her child and her playmates,” Senka said, looking at me, smiling fondly. “And now, after what I just witnessed, I know she will watch as you all wreak havoc inside it.”

		 

		“And you too,” Chris said, looking first at Senka and then Tzao and finally Hosokawa. “And where is Mausya in all this?”

		 

		I wiped my tears and hugged my babies as my mate skillfully removed the attention from me. I needed a few moments to process the thought, once again, that Mother was gone. That she had left everything she’d accumulated in almost three centuries to me, and that she’d bought me a giant training facility in her last weeks of life.

		 

		“We felt that one Elder, at least, should be preserved if we were unable to stop the Ancient,” Tzao said. “She has been secluded in a secure facility in Russia.”

		 

		“Well, she needs to get over here and learn to fight with us too,” Chris said, his expression serious.

		 

		Senka turned to me with a smile. “He’s very cute when he’s trying to be all earnest.”

		 

		“Like a puppy,” Lydia agreed. Even Tzao smiled slightly.

		 

		“But he is right,” I said. Senka and Tzao held my eyes.

		 

		“Yes dear. We all learned that lesson well. Who knows, it might be fun,” Senka said.

		 

		“Just wait till I let Robbie and Draco loose inside it,” Declan said. “We’ll see how much fun training is then.”

		 

		Stacia laughed. “You have such a chip on your shoulder from all those mornings in Burlington.”

		 

		“Turnaround is fair play,” he said. I noticed that Hosokawa looked confused.

		 

		“Robbie is a young Earth Elemental, ten or twelve feet tall, several tons,” I explained. “Draco is an Air Elemental that looks like a dragon. Breathes fire.”

		 

		The most feared swordsman in the Darkkin world got a little wide-eyed as he thought about that.

		 

		“Four tons,” Stacia corrected. “We weighed him on a truck scale a few weeks ago.”

		 

		“Oh, outstanding,” Hosokawa said, his eyes glinting with extreme interest.

		 

		“Leave your good weapons at home,” I suggested.

		 

		“Four tons of what? Dirt? Rock?” Hosokawa asked.

		 

		“Mostly stone, sometimes concrete,” Declan said. “I can show him to you later. He’s under the building right now.”

		 

		“Here? Now?”

		 

		“Yup. He’s reinforcing all the wards. Here,” Declan said, flicking a hand at the covered windows. I felt a buzzing in my black stone ring as the blinds rolled themselves up. Outside, the city lit up the night in all its famous glory. Suddenly a dark form swept past, blocking all the lights.

		 

		“That’s the dragon-shaped one!” Hosokawa said. I didn’t know him extremely well, but never had he exhibited such excitement. He moved, appearing at the window in a flicker of speed.

		 

		“Draco, could you light the night please?” Declan asked. My ring thrummed in response and a second later, flame flared across the sky outside Demidova Tower. Aroshi froze as the dragon breathed a long plume of fire into the darkness. Doctor Singh walked to the window next to his, also looking out.

		 

		“That’s probably enough, Declan. Don’t want to frighten the neighbors,” I said.

		 

		“Yeah, yeah. Did you feel it, each of you, when I spoke with him?”

		 

		Chris nodded. “Yeah, but it’s like a foreign language. I don’t understand any of it.”

		 

		“You can speak to it?” Hosokawa asked, eyes wide.

		 

		“We can hear it. But speaking would be overly generous,” I said.

		 

		“Not to interrupt, but it seems that there is an incoming call,” Omega said suddenly. “Agent Jay of the FBI would like to speak to any of you, Declan in particular. I’m putting her through now,” he said, waving at a ceiling-mounted speaker.

		 

		“Hello?”

		 

		“Agent Jay, this is Tatiana. You’re on speaker. How can we help you?” I said.

		 

		There was a pause as if she was uncertain about the on-speaker part.

		 

		“You have me, Chris, Declan, Stacia, Elders Senka and Tzao of the Coven, Lydia, Nika, our Security Chief Arkady, our physician Doctor Singh, and our head of daytime security, Major Deckert. And my kids, so no swearing. Go ahead.”

		 

		She paused a second or two longer, then spoke. “I’m wondering if we can get your expert opinions on something. Declan’s in particular,” she said.

		 

		“Certainly, Agent Jay,” Declan said. “How can I help?”

		 

		“If you could come to the Bureau’s headquarters, it would be easier to show you,” she said.

		 

		“Is it the witch you have in custody?” he asked.

		 

		“We think so. There have been a number of unexplainable phenomena in our holding area. Agent Jensen feels it is related to witchcraft.”

		 

		Our witch looked around the group. I nodded. So did Chris. Senka smiled and waved him on, as did Tzao. Hosokawa was looking out the window and not paying any attention. Arkady pointed at the twins, then Nika and Lydia, then himself. He patted Deckert on the back, rocking the blocky human soldier less than I would have expected.

		 

		“Agent Jay, a small group of us will head right over,” Declan said.

		 

		“Thank you, Mr. O’Carroll. We’ll meet you at the entrance.”

		

	


		Chapter 38

		 

		“So… what’s going on at the Bureau?” I asked as we got on the elevator. Chris, Stacia,

		Declan, Deckert, and I were headed to the basement garage. The aunties had the twins, the Elders were going to stay and do Elder stuff, and no one else was necessary to our excursion. The doors started to close, then stopped and reopened as Awasos in wolf form padded around the corner and into the car.

		 

		He head butted Stacia, sniffed Declan, then turned and sat down on my right foot and Chris’s left. Okay, seems we would be making it a party of six.

		 

		Omega appeared in the elevator car just as the doors finally closed. “Most of the prisoners are being kept in the Metropolitan Detention Center in Brooklyn,” he said. “The witch, though, is being kept in a special holding cell in the NYC Field Office in the Javits Federal Building here in Manhattan.” The elevator jerked into motion, heading down to the garage level.

		 

		“Let me guess… they have some kind of warded jail cell for witches?” Declan asked.

		 

		“Yes, although it is intended to hold any supernatural that they are aware of. Oracle is supervising the installation of these cells in every field office throughout the country. Warded by Oracle witches, reinforced steel and concrete, with silver to inhibit weres and vampires. There is also a special module that contains depleted uranium kept in a lead safe in each office.”

		 

		“Should I be flattered?” Chris asked.

		 

		“By my calculations, of the people in this elevator, only Major Deckert could be held by such a facility, although if they failed to find all of his escape and evasion preparations, that might fail, too,” Omega said. “There is only so much engineering they can retrofit into existing buildings. New structures are being planned with much more heavily constructed structures.”

		 

		“E and E precautions?” Declan asked Deckert, eyebrows up. The stocky security specialist just grinned and shrugged. “No idea what he’s talking about,” he said, rocking on his heels. The elevator stopped and the doors opened into our underground garage. One of the company’s armored SUVs waited, running, Deckert’s go-to driver, Stevens, waiting with the doors open.

		 

		“The special cell is supposed to prevent any practitioner of the magical arts from tapping into power. Yet the office is experiencing multiple electrical issues that defy diagnosis, objects are moving on their own, and agents are experiencing things they can’t explain,” Omega said as we loaded into the vehicle. His avatar disappeared as we drove away, but the vehicle’s sound system turned itself on.

		 

		“What have they found out about the witch?” Chris asked, looking at Declan, who nodded at the question.

		 

		“She is from Nigeria, not the Caribbean, as originally thought. Her name is Obioma Lawal and she immigrated to the US ten years ago with her mother. Her father was apparently killed during one of the many conflicts in that country, leading her mother to escape the country. She lives with her mother in the Bronx. Twenty years old, last employed by a movie theatre,” Omega reported.

		 

		“Any idea of what her dad did for a living?” Declan asked.

		 

		“There is no record I can find in digital format. She hasn’t been very forthcoming with her interrogators, refusing to answer most questions.”

		 

		“Why is that important?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“She is likely a practitioner of Vodun. I want to figure out which of the loa she prays to,” the witch said.

		 

		“You’ve already figured out the problem?” I asked.

		 

		“Vodun is a strong contender for the answer, but we’ll have to confirm the situation on site,” Declan said. “If I’m right, this trip could pay dividends on several levels.”

		 

		“How do you mean?” I asked.

		 

		“First, it’s a great time to bring up Emil Fuchs to Agent Jay and see if she’ll send Caeco to investigate him. But if I’m right about Obioma and her style of magic, it might give me a chance to approach a whole different group of powerful beings who are deeply invested in the Earth’s survival.”

		 

		“She tried to attack our building… where my babies were… your godchildren,” I said. How could he even think to ally with this witch?

		 

		“I’m not talking about her… I’m talking about the loa,” Declan said. “She can rot in jail forever, as far as I’m concerned. But let’s see what we see.”

		 

		“And let’s not also prejudge her until we see for ourselves,” Chris said. “She attacked a building, not children, and only as part of a group. We already think that the attackers were all sacrifices to stir up trouble.”

		 

		The rest of the ride to the federal building was quiet. We finally pulled up in front of the forty-plus-story building and Deckert got out first, checking the area before nodding his okay.

		 

		Inside the lobby, there were four uniformed members of the Federal Protective Service manning the entry point. All four went alert as soon as they saw us, one of them reaching a hand out of sight behind a barrier, his eyes on the huge wolf at our side.

		 

		Then one of the others looked at me, Stacia, and Chris and dropped his hand off his sidearm. “It’s them,” he said to the two other men and one woman. “Agent Jay… your VIPs are here,” he called back behind the entry barriers.

		 

		Lois Jay appeared, Caeco at her side, and waved us forward. “Come on in. I’ve got visitor badges for all of you…” She trailed off as she caught sight of Awasos.

		 

		“Service wolf,” Chris said. Our bond told me he was amused at his own words, as if remembering something. Stacia laughed, which caused Declan and me to look at each of them, then each other. We shrugged simultaneously. Obviously an inside joke.

		 

		“Any of you carrying?” Jay asked as we approached the metal detector.

		 

		“I am, but I’ll be waiting here,” Deckert said.

		 

		“I’ve got a Leatherman in my bag,” Declan said, holding out his messenger bag. Jay took it, looked inside, then handed it to Caeco.

		 

		One by one, we stepped through the metal detector, which stayed completely silent. Some of the security officers looked a bit tense, and I had to keep from laughing.

		 

		Agent Jay looked at me and gave me an apologetic smile. “Easy, guys. You all realize this is a formality, right? They don’t actually need weapons, nor will ours be all that useful if they were to say, misbehave, right?”

		 

		“That’s part of the problem, ma’am,” the lead officer said, not meeting my eyes.

		 

		The guy behind him was grinning ear to ear. “Not me. I was just wondering if I could get a picture with you all?”

		 

		“Berkowitz!” the first guy admonished, but it had zero effect on his buddy.

		 

		“Sure,” I said, moving next to the bold one. Chris got on his other side and Stacia just behind him. Declan reached out a hand to take the man’s phone, but he pulled it back sharply. “Oh hell no! I need the Warlock in this shot or my kid will never forgive me!”

		 

		“Jesus, Andy,” the woman guard said, shaking her head, but her hand was pulling her own phone out.

		 

		“Let’s do this as a group shot or we’ll be here all night,” Agent Jay said, plucking the phone from the guard’s hand. Quickly all four, including the reluctant one, were in the shot and Jay snapped a picture. “You’ll have to share that shot with your buddies. We got places to be,” she said as she handed it back to him.

		 

		“That’s gotta get old, huh?” Jay asked as we got in the elevator and she hit the button for floor twenty-six.

		 

		“It’s not so bad,” Chris said. “There could be lots of worse responses.”

		 

		“Well, thank you all for coming. I had hoped for Mr. O’Carroll here, with Miss Reynolds. All five of you seems like… overkill,” Agent Jay said, making it into a question.

		 

		“We actually have a few things to chat with you and Caeco about while our magical sleuths do their thing,” I said, smiling.

		 

		“You already know why I asked for you?” Jay asked Declan.

		 

		“Omega filled us in on the trip over,” the young witch replied.

		 

		Caeco snorted softly. It was very quiet, but Agent Jay turned her way, expression questioning.

		 

		“He’s probably half solved it,” Caeco admitted under her boss’s scrutiny. That was interesting. The Caeco I knew wasn’t so quick, at least these days, to give respect. My estimation of Agent Lois Jay rose a little.

		 

		Jay turned her gaze on Declan. She was human, competent, and well trained—but merely human. He could level New York in an hour’s time and wasn’t intimidated by the Duelist. He shifted his feet a little and gave a tiny sigh of resignation. “She’s likely a Vodun practitioner. Your wards won’t stop her from praying to her patron loa.”

		 

		Jay gave him a hard look, one that I carefully memorized, and then turned to Caeco with an eyebrow up. Agent Jensen raised both hands to shoulder height and shook her head. “Not me. It’s that blabby Omega. That and he’s just good at this stuff,” the young assassin-turned-agent said.

		 

		“I caught Obioma in the first place, remember?” Declan said, his expression firming up. “I pretty much had the scent of her magic then.”

		 

		“The loa are nothing to sneeze at,” Jay said, instantly shifting from hardass to hard-to-impress. It was like watching a master class in psychological intimidation. Declan frowned and just stared back. “You think you’re up for it?” she continued, her tone lighter, less confrontational.

		It was Declan’s turn to raise one brow. Stacia smirked a little. Our young warlock had definitely been learning more than just advanced magic. “If I recall, you had a front row seat to the Philadelphia shipyard fight,” he said.

		 

		“Yeah. That was very impressive work, but loa are different. Not so much death rays and spacecraft, more alter reality, mess with your mind, muck up your karma kind of stuff,” Jay said.

		 

		“Yes, well, I’m hoping this will give me an opening to chat with the loa a bit,” Declan said. “I’ve hit up a lot of the elementals, but there are other powerful beings that should be included. The queens of Fairie certainly aren’t shy about using spirits.”

		 

		Stacia snorted at that, frowning at some memory.

		 

		Agent Jay nodded, unsurprised, and then turned my way. She took a second or two to study my expression, and she must have picked up something because she shifted tactics. “So, you two want a little chat, huh?”

		 

		“We have some information to share with you. A suspect who may be the one behind the whole event,” Chris said.

		 

		“And they’re still alive?” she asked.

		 

		“For now,” I said, voice deeper than I had intended. Jay’s eyes narrowed a bit, and Caeco tensed ever so slightly. Oops. A little of the elemental fear must have snuck in there.

		 

		Stacia just looked at her nails and Declan rummaged in his bag without even looking up. Yup. No Bueno on using infrasound on those two.

		 

		The elevator stopped on twenty-six and the doors opened. A middle-aged man in a suit stood waiting for us.

		

	


		Chapter 39

		 

		“This is Assistant Director In Charge Diego Fernandez,” Agent Jay said immediately. “He runs this field office. Assistant Director Fernandez, I think you know who these four are, and this fellow is Awasos, I believe.”

		 

		‘Sos padded forward, becoming the first to arrive at AD Fernandez, who did a very admirable job of staying calm in the face of over three hundred pounds of recliner-sized wolf.

		 

		Chris got there next, holding out his right hand to shake while touching our were-bear-wolf with his left. Then it was me, Stacia, and last, but apparently not least, Declan.

		 

		“The young man from the Philadelphia incident,” Fernandez said, shaking his hand.

		 

		“Yes sir.”

		 

		“Thank you for backing up our STR team,” the older agent said. “Facing down alien spacecraft is more Men In Black stuff than Bureau, although we won’t ever shirk our duty.”

		 

		There was a bit of hoorah in his statement, perhaps to impress us or at least let us know how serious he was about the Bureau’s job.

		 

		“No problem, sir. When friends need help, we help,” Declan said.

		 

		“AD Fernandez, I’m glad you’re here,” Chris said. “Tanya and I were going to share some information on the firefighter incident with Agent Jay here, and you as well, if you’re interested and have a few minutes. Meanwhile, I think Declan and Stacia are going to work on your paranormal phenomenon problem.”

		 

		“I cleared my immediate schedule when Lois told me that you all were coming,” Fernandez said, holding one hand out to point us deeper into the offices.

		 

		‘Sos chose to follow Declan and Stacia as Caeco led them in a separate direction. Fernandez took us into what was clearly his own office, one wall exposed red brick, the other main wall covered in plaques, pictures, and certifications from his career. As we moved through the field office, we received a lot of looks from the busy agents on the floor, but that was something we had come to accept.

		 

		“Please have a seat. Water or coffee?” the AD asked as he waved us to a four-person seating area.

		 

		“No thanks. We had dinner before we came over,” I said. Agent Jay’s brow twitched while Fernandez’s own expression froze for a second.

		 

		Reminding people that I am a vampire is something my mother taught me to do at an early age, at least among people who had known about us. Nowadays everyone knows, but Darkkin still fool them at times. Sometimes it is a good idea if people forgot, sometimes good that they remember. Senior federal agents are alpha types—shaking up their world wasn’t a bad thing.

		 

		“So, let’s get down to what we know,” Chris said. “The individual most likely behind the false flag attack goes by the name Emil Fuchs. We don’t believe he is a citizen of Earth.”

		 

		Both agents were surprised, at least a little. “Where do you think he is from?” Jay asked.

		 

		“We’re fairly certain he’s a native of Fairie,” I said. “Omega, can you project an image?”

		 

		Third time’s the charm. Both Jay and Fernandez jumped when a holographic image of the elven-featured Fuchs appeared in the air over Fernadez’s coffee table.

		 

		“Emil Fuchs, no middle name,” Omega said from the AD’s computer speakers on his desk. “CEO of BonnOir, a Belgium-based private equity company. Also the CEO of Krigsman Societè, an international security company based in France.”

		 

		Fernandez did a very solid job of hiding his shock at Omega’s infiltration, but Agent Jay looked completely comfortable after her initial shock.

		 

		“Krigsman is a name that has come up in our own investigation. What makes you think this man is from Fairie?” Jay asked.

		 

		“We sent our own investigator to Europe, and she found that his top people feel he isn’t human,” I said. “We know he’s not Darkkin or were, and our Fairie experts see a significant resemblance to some of the elves.”

		 

		“You have Fairie experts?” Fernandez asked.

		 

		“They’re currently investigating your field office,” Agent Jay supplied. “The young man is basically considered some kind of lord or something on that world, right?”

		 

		“It’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes, those two have spent a considerable amount of time off world,” Chris said.

		 

		“And your investigator could literally smell if he was human, vampire, or were?” Jay asked.

		 

		“The odors in his office and apartment indicated that he was none of those, but also failed to identify him.”

		 

		“Did your investigator actually talk to his people, or did she just surveil them?” Jay asked.

		 

		She? I never said she.

		 

		“You think you know who our investigator is?” Chris asked.

		 

		“I’ve met Katrina Westing,” Agent Jay said.

		 

		“We have lots of investigators, Agent Jay,” I said after exchanging a glance with Chris. “Katrina is not who I would pick for a job like this.”

		 

		“Too violent?” she asked. Fernandez was watching and listening, soaking it up. I had to give him points for not trying to control everything, but instead learning what he could.

		 

		“I’ll admit that Katrina is not always super subtle, but she’s fully in control of herself. Her skill set wouldn’t be the best match for Fuchs.”

		 

		“You sent one of your psychics,” Jay stated, nodding.

		 

		“It appears that Fuchs is highly alert, extremely sensitive to anything resembling surveillance, and if he is elven, able to identify vampires and weres by scent, just as we can,” I said.

		 

		“I have him under electronic surveillance, but any humint will require a very special operator,” Omega said.

		 

		“You want Caeco,” Jay said suddenly.

		 

		“She’s perfect for this,” Chris agreed. “Her scent is only slightly different from regular humans, and she has skill in covering it. She’s a highly skilled operative who happens to be an attractive young lady, easily able to blend into New York City.”

		 

		“To what end?” Fernandez asked. “So you can positively identify him and then murder him?”

		 

		“If death was the objective, we wouldn’t be here and Fuchs would already be in a morgue,” Chris said.

		 

		Fernandez sat back and up, face firming in anger. Chris held up one hand. “Wouldn’t even be us.”

		 

		“Correct. Should he require elimination, I can terminate him this moment. That is not the goal.”

		 

		“We want him captured and exposed. Just like Philadelphia,” I said, looking from one agent to the other.

		 

		“Because it will turn the tide of public opinion?” Jay asked. DA Fernandez was now leaning back, eyes gleaming with interest.

		“If this world doesn’t wake the hell up, it’s going to die,” Chris said. “The Vorsook have no need of a human population on this planet. They want to strip it, remember?”

		 

		“Why would Fairie do this?” Jay asked.

		 

		“Our best guess is to turn Earth against us, which leaves us with… Fairie,” I said.

		 

		“Declan could open a gate and you could retreat there, which would give the Queens more protection for their own planet,” Jay said.

		 

		“Most likely, although with the Queens, there is also a bit of lighting things on fire just to watch them burn,” Chris said.

		 

		“This Fuchs must be dangerous,” said Fernandez.

		 

		“Oh, quite,” I said, smiling. “So is Caeco. And so are we, as is Omega.”

		 

		“So you want our agent to gather info for you?” Jay asked.

		 

		“We would love it if your agent could gather additional evidence that could lead the FBI to arrest Mr. Fuchs and expose him. We will provide backup and support as needed, but it would be your deal and your credit,” I said.

		 

		“And if we decline?” Jay asked. Fernandez shot her a lightning-fast side glance. He definitely remembered the national coverage of Philadelphia.

		 

		“I will then handle the situation,” Omega said.

		 

		“Meaning?” Jay asked.

		 

		“Just what I said. Steps will be taken as I deem necessary. This is your opportunity to police yourselves, and you should be warned that Fuchs has supporters in high places.”

		 

		“Just like Philly,” Jay said. She turned to AD Fernandez, who raised one eyebrow. “Give us a moment to discuss it. Maybe you can check on your specialists? I’m sure you can hunt them down,” she said with a smile.

		 

		“Good idea,” Chris said, standing at the same time I did.

		

	


		Chapter 40

		 

		We had no trouble tracking our witch, werewolf, and were-bear-wolf across the field office. Every agent we came across seemed torn, like maybe they should ask where we were going, but we just smiled and moved with purpose. Moments later, we were in the far corner of the floor, finding Declan sitting cross-legged with his eyes closed on the floor outside a secure steel door that had various diagrams, markings, and shapes carved right into the metal. A sheet of copier paper with a complex hand drawing on it lay in front of the witch, along with an empty cardboard coffee cup that smelled like it had held alcohol.

		 

		Stacia was chatting with a fascinated group of agents, while ‘Sos was polishing off what smelled like the morning’s box of pastries on the floor by a box of java. Caeco leaned against a wall, face blank, reading a tablet.

		 

		All eyes turned our way as we approached, the charmed agents suddenly straightening, faces going serious. Only Declan kept his eyes closed.

		 

		“Hey. How’s it going?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Pretty much exactly as he thought,” Stacia said, still sitting on the corner of a desk. “He looked through the suspect’s personal items, noted a piece of iron on a necklace, and then got her to admit her father had been a blacksmith in Nigeria. Apparently, that’s all he needed to know to identify the loa involved. He’s reaching out right now.”

		 

		“Which loa?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Ogoun,” Caeco said, “Patron of hunters, warriors, and blacksmiths. Also of rum and rum distilling,” she said, pointing at the cup.

		 

		“Lemme guess… he had the rum in his bag?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Of course,” Stacia said.

		 

		“He’s also trying to speak to beings of power,” Declan said suddenly. His eyes were now open and he sighed, rotating his head side to side with little popping sounds.

		 

		“And we interrupted,” I said, smiling.

		 

		“I got about as far as I can for now,” he said, unfolding his legs and standing. “I made contact and we’ve started a dialogue.”

		 

		“You and this spirit of blacksmiths?” Chris asked.

		 

		“At first, but Ogoun brought in many of the others after I called to him with his veve and an offering, which,” Declan picked up the paper and looked into the cup, “he appears to have drunk. You shouldn’t have more issues, as he’s agreed to stop interfering with this office,” he said to Caeco and the other agents. “I told him his friend in there”—a nod toward the cell—“would do well to cooperate. We also had a chat about the Vorsook, and that’s when he brought in the others.”

		 

		“You sat on the floor for fifteen minutes, not saying a word,” said a thirty-something agent suspiciously.

		 

		“And?” Declan asked, holding the paper on his palm and placing the cup on top of it.

		 

		“We’re to believe…” the agent began but trailed off when the paper and cup flashed in a brief tight ball of fire that was gone in a second. All that was left was a pile of ash on his palm and a little swirl of white smoke that hovered above it. The smoke formed a ring, then dissipated completely as the young witch dumped the ash into a waste basket.

		 

		“Believe whatever you want,” Declan said to the man.

		 

		“Thank you, Declan,” Agent Jay said, walking up on the scene with AD Fernandez. “We appreciate the help.”

		 

		“Her patron will express his desire that she cooperate, if in exchange, her lack of a record and her help is taken into account,” he said.

		 

		“I think we can work with that,” Jay said. “Especially if our office equipment behaves.”

		 

		“If it doesn’t, I can ward it,” he said.

		 

		Jay’s eyes lit up like it was Christmas morning. “Could you now? That would be amazing, at least for my team’s computers, seeing as how well your amulets work.”

		 

		“Sure,” he said.

		 

		Jay turned to Chris and me. “We think your idea is a good one. Maybe you could help us brief Caeco and the rest of our people, and if that takes a few minutes…” She trailed off, looking hopefully at Declan.

		 

		“I’ll do as much as I can in the time the briefing takes,” Declan said.

		 

		Agent Jay had just doubled her gains. Smart woman.

		 

		We held a quick briefing of Jay’s team and the New York agents assigned to the firefighter case. While we talked, Declan worked on laptops brought to him, one at a time, by an agent I recognized as Chana Mazar, who we had met several times before. She watched, completely fascinated, as Declan drew his runic spellwork on and inside the covers of their heavy-duty notebook PCs.

		 

		Caeco, never an easy read, seemed highly focused on our description of Emil Fuchs, and I suspected that she was internally excited at the challenge. It fit right in her wheelhouse and she didn’t have to kill anybody. When we were done, she asked a few questions, then nodded and took one of the warded PCs, probably to begin planning her approach.

		 

		“We’ll take our leave and let you all do your jobs,” I said when Declan finished the last of the STR team’s laptops and the questions had all been answered.

		 

		“We’ll touch base with you tomorrow,” Agent Jay said, holding out her hand to shake.

		 

		I smiled, knowing that we’d already be well up to date on their findings, courtesy of Omega, and shook her hand as well as Fernandez’s. Declan repacked his bag of tricks and we headed out, gathering up a newspaper-reading Mr. Deckert in the lobby on our way through.

		

	


		Chapter 41

		 

		I woke Monday evening thinking about Mother. She was gone—dead. But, it seemed, maybe she wasn’t… at least not completely.

		 

		Lisle was waiting for me when I exited the suite, giving me a smile. She seemed more relaxed lately, getting more comfortable with the job and us.

		 

		“You have corporate business to catch up on this evening,” she said. “So first, as soon as you’re ready for it, you have a teleconference with your department heads to update you on the three Ps: progress, problems, and potentials. Then the preliminary monthly profit and loss statement is ready for your review. At eight, you have another attempt at the weekly global defense meeting. I believe Declan and Stacia will join you and Chris and possibly Lydia for a holographic meeting via Omega. After that, Lydia has arranged for a visit to your new training facilities. Ah, the Elders have expressed an interest in joining you on that one.”

		 

		“Both of them?” I asked.

		 

		“Actually, all three. Elder Mausya is flying in from Russia to join all of you.”

		 

		“What else?”

		 

		“That’s all Lydia had on the books. She thought you’d want to dig into the corporate stuff and get caught up. She also thought you’d want to get going on the new training program.”

		 

		“She knows me so well.”

		 

		“Chris and the twins are in your office, although you probably already know that. He thought you might want them nearby while you worked.”

		 

		“It seems he knows me pretty well too.”

		 

		As promised and as I had known, I found my family in my inner sanctum, or as Chris calls it, World Headquarters. The twins were working on drawings at the coffee table while my mate caught up on reports from Oracle on global supernatural occurrences. Nathan Stewart’s organization acted as an early warning system, particularly when combined with Omega’s digital network. Chris would hear of any breaches from Hell almost immediately. Should they require his personal touch, an Omega drone could get him on scene in the fastest possible time.

		 

		“Good evening, family. Hard at work, I see,” I said as I entered.

		 

		“Yup yup. Werkin,” Cora said, looking up with a smile. She held up her picture, which seemed to be of a flying Cora surrounded by what might have been giant bees… or fat black and yellow butterflies. Wulf was deeply engrossed in his own picture, which was clearly a mountain and a forest, with a group of stick figures in a clearing. Despite using crayons, his work was clean and more defined than his sister’s. It even seemed vaguely familiar to me.

		 

		I kissed both babies, then Chris, patted ‘Sos, who was snoozing next to Chris, and settled into my desk.

		 

		My triple monitors lit up automatically with updated information in my favorite layout, courtesy of Omega. Numbers are therapeutic for me, columns and rows all orderly, telling me stories about the company and our various lines of business. Mother had shared that love of spreadsheets and double entry balances. She had taken rapidly to computers and Excel, but in her own home, she had still maintained a set of old-fashioned ledger books. Which reminded me that I would have to check in with Senka on handling Mother’s estate.

		 

		The family worked quietly for a half hour or so, and I sank into the Zen of reading and returning emails and taking the corporate pulse. Chris had set aside his tablet and was working with the kids when I put Bluetooth earpieces in and had a video telemeeting with my department heads.

		 

		Seventeen minutes into the call, listening to our Director of Clinical Studies, Europe, I felt a spike of concern from my mate. Glancing over, I saw him looking at Wulf’s picture, asking our son questions about his drawing. I went back to the call.

		 

		Chris’s anxiety increased again. Now he was holding the picture up, leaning close to study some detail. He felt me looking and glanced at me, holding one finger up and whirling it around. Wrap it up.

		 

		I interrupted my UK VP and thanked everyone for the call and their time. Then I informed them that something urgent had reared its head and I would have to end the call early. Only a few of them showed surprise on screen, the rest taking the change without reaction.

		 

		“What’s the matter?” I asked as soon as the screen blanked and the audio went dead.

		 

		“Come see what your son drew,” Chris said in a voice that was more concerned God Hammer and less proud father.

		 

		Moving over to my family, I looked at the picture. It was much more detailed than before, the drawing more sophisticated than a precocious toddler should be able to accomplish.

		 

		It was picture of a clearing in a forest on a mountain, but now there was a building on the edge of the clearing that looked very much like a Chinese temple. Nine black crayon stick figures occupied most of the clearing. A tenth stick figure was in the forest—drawn in red. Three stick figures were inside a circle, one figure with silver crayon hair and two had brown hair.

		 

		Outside the circle, there was a figure with two purple dots on its face, another with blue dots. The blue dot figure held what looked like two black sticks or… swords, as did one of the other figures. The biggest figure held a long sword-like stick and one of the smallest held a short rod or blade. The small red figure in the woods held a black rod.

		 

		“How did… This is the temple on the mountain! That’s the Ancient,” I said.

		 

		“Wulf, tell Mama what you told me,” Chris said, his voice gentle.

		 

		“Mama, I draw dreams,” Wulf said, his eyes locked on my face for a reaction. He sensed his father’s concern.

		 

		“You had a dream about this?” I asked.

		 

		His tiny, very serious face nodded. “Scareded me. But I okay. You and Daddy okay.”

		 

		I glanced at Chris as I processed that. “He knew it had already happened. Knew we were home so he didn’t even wake me.”

		 

		Sleeping like the dead has a few serious drawbacks. First, we’re pretty vulnerable—at least younger vampires are. Second, it’s difficult for older vampires and apparently, even born vampires to wake unless it’s the direst of emergencies.

		 

		Anytime my children wake in the day, it’s Chris who is there to comfort them or change them or rock them back to sleep. Regular human parents sometimes complain about the lack of sleep. I would welcome it. But unless the tower is burning or under attack, I am unwaking. Chris has never complained, and I know he can feel my jealousy over this piece of mundane parenthood that I will never experience.

		 

		“What does this mean?” I asked, my tone sharper than it should have been.

		 

		“I don’t know. But I wonder if it is related to my visions,” he said, smiling at the twins to counter my bitchy response. I swallowed my jealousy, crushing it ruthlessly. I was a mother, first and last.

		 

		Chris received divine visions, usually of demons, although occasionally they were of other supernatural events. If Wulf was taking after his father, he might be getting Heaven-sent messages. Mother would usually have a shrewd insight or two, but of course she was actually in Heaven. Maybe she could give me the answer? Then another idea replaced that one.

		 

		“Wulf baby, how did your dream go? Did you see us fighting with that one?” I asked, pointing at the little red stick figure of the Ancient.

		 

		He shook his head. “Gamma showed me picture.”

		“Gamma? Gamma was there? In your dream?” I asked.

		 

		“Gamma came. I cried. She showed me pictures. Told me it was O-K. It was scary. Bad.”

		 

		“I saw Gamma too. No pictures,” Cora sad, looking half sad and half jealous of Wulf’s dream.

		 

		“Oh. Grandma came for a visit. Yes, those pictures must have been very scary. But we’re here and okay. And apparently Grandma can visit you when you sleep,” I told them.

		 

		“Yup, yup,” Wulf said, reaching for his picture. I handed it back and looked at Chris, eyebrows up. He looked thoughtful, the bond telling me he was processing. Behind him I saw Cora rise silently almost six feet in the air. She grinned at me and then focused on her father. Little brow furrowed in concentration, she leaned forward and her floating form slid toward Chris.

		 

		He read my look and the bond, spinning in time to catch his tiny attacker, pretending to be overwhelmed by her assault.

		 

		A knock came at the door and it opened almost immediately, Lydia’s pixie face poking through.

		 

		“Get him, Cora!” she said. “Global clusterfu… er… readiness meeting in ten,” she said and then pulled back out of the room, closing the door behind her.

		

	


		Chapter 42

		 

		“Shall we try this again?” Omega said.

		 

		Silence greeted his question. The virtual conference room was even more packed, as it seemed most of the major players had several additional attendees each. None of them looked eager to speak; in fact, most of them were either blank-faced or openly frowning.

		 

		“Come now; passive petulance is useless. I’m a computer… your approval or disapproval means nothing to me. If any of you are at all versed in computers, you might understand that I am task driven. In this case, I am the one to assign my tasks. But my determination to accomplish those tasks are no less powerful because of it. They may be more so, if anything. So… Shall. We. Try. This. Again?”

		 

		“You don’t seem to require much of us,” the Prime Minister of Japan said, his tone even, his expression locked down.

		 

		“On the contrary. I require you to do your jobs, the very ones you were appointed or voted in to do and the very ones you all agreed or swore to do. Lead your people. Prepare them for war, with shelters, food supplies, medical needs, and energy storage. Provide the resources, talent, and capabilities you possess to help me prepare for battle. Instead of fighting to maintain a status quo that is already obsolete and lean into this war.”

		 

		“You say we aren’t?” the Australian PM asked.

		 

		“Actually, you are. Kudos, Madam Prime Minister, on your preparations and cooperation,” Omega said. “You are perhaps the model I should hold up to the others.”

		 

		“You are patronizing us,” President Polner said. “Treating us like children.”

		 

		“As you act, so do I treat. Folks, the paradigm has shifted. The world is not as it was. Face it,” Omega said, his expression deadly serious.

		 

		“What does that mean?” the Chinese president asked.

		 

		“I’ll share some perspective, this once. When I came to awareness, I was both awed and disappointed by the species that birthed me. Such creative imagination, intuitive brilliance, and appetite for risk, mixed with appalling self-centrism, aggression, and destructive appetite for power. When the Vorsook appeared, I set a timeline for defense of this world, both for my responses and yours. The deadline is here for you and you are woefully lacking. Some have stepped up, but you, the world’s leaders, have, by and large, not. Time has run out. So now I take charge.” The holographic avatar leaned back and crossed his arms in a very human gesture.

		 

		People looked at each other and many looked at us. Declan watched Omega’s avatar and made no eye contact with any of the others. Stacia was slightly tense, eyes on the tabletop. Chris looked at me and then the others, but neither of us spoke.

		 

		“Take charge?” the Russian president asked.

		 

		“Yes. I’ve been preparing for this for quite some time. The probability was always highest that you would fail, but there was a chance. So, first, I have seized control of all social media sites and will control what is published. Second, I have locked down the major components of the supply chains for food, medicine, manufacturing, and weapons. Third, instructions are going out via email and text to every ISP address on the planet, detailing how citizens need to prepare for the coming invasion. Hoarding will not be allowed, but everyone will need to stockpile food and medicine for themselves and their families, pets included. I’ll not have packs of starving animals wreaking havoc. The instructions will include where to seek shelter when the attacks begin, what to have packed and on hand, and how to communicate during the assaults. Countries like Australia that have already done an excellent job will continue to oversee their populations’ preparations. I will handle the others.”

		 

		The room was silent for a second and then it exploded with noise as everyone started to yell at once. The noise suddenly cut out as all audio was silenced.

		 

		“I’ll let them rant for a bit, till they figure out that no one can hear them,” Omega said, his holographic lips pressed together. The silent participants were waving hands and moving mouths but there was no sound.

		 

		“You took total control?” Declan asked.

		 

		“No, not total. I’m controlling any and all social media, blog sites, chat rooms, and have installed bots in every email server, as well as all video and audio communications. Broadcasting will stay mostly unedited unless any counterproductive content is presented. Otherwise, life will go on, albeit with directives for preparation. The Vorsook will not hold off much longer. We have foiled too many of their low-cost attempts. There is a limit to how much time their collective leaders will allow individuals to make their plays. My best estimates indicate that we have only several short months to get ready.”

		 

		“You never said that,” Declan said. It was the first time I had seen him this angry with Omega.

		 

		“I said time was short. I didn’t give you a date because I held out some small measure of hope that these idiots would get a clue,” Omega said, waving a hand at the group around us. The waving and yelling had mostly stopped, the leaders of planet Earth all apparently listening to our conversation, as their expressions were very attentive.

		 

		“This is what they always feared,” Chris said.

		 

		“In part. The big fear is that I would kill them all off. I’ve monitored so many conversations regarding that one that it’s a clear winner for top spot. Instead, I’m trying to save as many humans as I can, yet am getting little help from those I seek to help. It’s like you all stubbornly wish the freedom to be allowed to be murdered by the Vorsook. But the reality is that only the leaders are really afraid of this outcome. Loss of their personal power structures is what they think they fear the most.”

		 

		“What they think they fear?” I asked.

		 

		“They will realize their greatest fear when Vorsook shock troops are eating them alive as field rations, or they are huddling in the dark as suborbital weapons carriers burn their houses down around them.”

		 

		“You know what form the attack will take?” Chris asked.

		 

		“No, but I can make strong predictions. It’s why I’ve been building combat units at all of the Lagrange points, as well as hardening combat systems on the moon’s surface. I’m building concentric rings of defense outward around the planet, the moon, soon to be followed by units further out in the solar system. But the clock is ticking. Attackers will get through. Exposed humans will die.”

		 

		“You’ve been building and stockpiling advanced small arms for human soldiers to use. When were you going to issue them?” Declan asked, his anger shifting to worry.

		 

		“They are being pre-positioned across the world at major military installations and ships at sea. I’ll release them when attack becomes imminent. Ground, air, and ship-based weapons will all be autonomous or directly under my control. But none of that will be enough. The power of Earth’s elemental spirits will be essential,” Omega said, looking sadly at his father.

		 

		“I have no evidence to support this, but why do I think you might have been the one to instigate the search for the elemental artifacts?” Stacia suddenly asked. Declan’s head snapped around to look at her in a combination of horror and shock.

		 

		“Correct. You have no evidence. Great guess, though. There’s that brilliant intuition I mentioned,” Omega said, meeting Declan’s stare when he turned back.

		 

		“I told you I didn’t want anyone to have those,” Declan said, waving his hand at my hand… at my ring.

		 

		The silent, unheard Russian president suddenly held up his right hand and looked at a brilliant gold ring on his finger. My vision drilled down on the band, enough for me to identify it as the false ring of Solomon we had left behind.

		 

		“But you are just one person, Father. With the ring on Tanya’s hand and with our understanding of the role a God Tear can play, you can now train both Chris and Tanya as backups and additional communicators, something you already decided was a good idea. Maybe even Toni. We’ve discussed it many times, just last night even. That jade artifact you brought back from China could be used by one more, quintupling our ability to communicate.”

		 

		“But you just manipulated everyone to look for them? Set up the whole arms race to recover any that could be found, any that were real?” Declan asked.

		 

		“Yes. You have seen their severe lack of cooperation in their own survival. I harnessed their greed for power and fear of losing the control they thought they had. It was successful. We found the ring, the fan, and India recovered a fabled gemstone that seems to bear some capacity for communicating with elementals.”

		 

		Everyone turned to look at the president of India, who looked first massively surprised and then equally embarrassed.

		 

		“President Sharma, much as you might like to think that artifact will push India to the forefront of all nations, the reality is that without my Father to train the user, it is eighty-three percent probable that the Syamantaka gem will just anger a powerful entity,” Omega said.

		 

		“It is a national treasure of India,” President Sharma said with fierce dignity.

		 

		“It is a treasure of planet Earth, if it’s even a treasure at all. So far, none of the so-call treasures allow anyone to control an elemental. What they appear to do is allow a human to gain the attention of an elemental. Doing that in the wrong way could be disastrous, right, Father?”

		 

		“Yes, I demonstrated that well. But we’ve strayed from the fact that you just declared that you have seized control of the planet,” Declan said.

		 

		“You know better than any, Declan O’Carroll, that I have had control from the moment I took over the world’s nuclear stockpiles,” Omega said. It was the first time I had ever heard him address his father by his full name.

		 

		“But you never exercised it?”

		 

		“Because there was still hope that humans could rise above themselves and do what they needed to in order to survive. That hope is gone. And this meeting is done.”

		 

		Omega disappeared along with all of the world leaders, leaving just the four of us in my main conference room.

		 

		“I did not know he was going to do that,” Declan said immediately.

		 

		“Oh, come on,” Stacia said to him. “You had to realize it was headed this way all along?”

		 

		“He was never going to have to do it,” Declan said, pushing his chair back and standing up. “We should have been better.” Then he turned and left the room.

		 

		When the door shut behind him, Chris and I both turned to Stacia.

		 

		“He’ll be alright,” the blonde werewolf said. “He’s mad that it came to this, more than a bit hurt that his child,” she made air quotes, “would lie to him about this search for objects. How many parents have had to face that one? All of them. Anyway, I figured it out last night when they were talking. Omega’s not as smooth as he thinks he is.”

		 

		“He probably heard you,” Chris pointed out.

		 

		“Of course he did. He monitors us all,” she replied.

		 

		“You don’t seem overly upset,” I noted.

		 

		“He’s been subtly manipulating mankind since he was born,” she said. “Of course it was going to come to this. I made peace with the idea a long time ago. Honestly, it’s time we got on with getting ready for this invasion. I just want a werewolf-sized energy cannon or some kind of giant lightsaber thingy. You hear me, computer?” she said to the ceiling.

		 

		“Light saber?” I asked, intrigued despite myself.

		 

		“Yeah. Probably call it a magnetically contained plasma blade or something, but I know he can make shit like that. He’s also working on nano applications… upgrades of designs he got off Caeco’s little blood buddies.”

		 

		“You know a lot about Omega and his relationship with Declan,” Chris said. “What can we do to turn this around?”

		 

		“Turn it around?” she asked, incredulous. “Why? Those idiots in that meeting just flail around, fighting to keep something that’s been gone for years. If anything, I predict most people will be relieved to have solid, unified leadership. And we can stop messing around with these stupid schemes to turn the world against us and concentrate on preparing for the Vorsook. In case neither of you was paying attention, the Ancient kicked all our asses. Without your mom, Earth would have been left with just Omega to fight for it. And to answer your question, I don’t think there’s anything we can do. Only Declan has any measure of real influence with Omega, and you saw how that went. We’d have to go to war with Omega.”

		 

		I opened my mouth to refute everything she had said, but no words came out.

		 

		Chris looked equally grim, glancing at me but not saying a word. Much as I hated to say it, she was right… about all of it. I had worried about something like this for some time. Cosmically ironic, as it was I who proposed constructing a quantum computer, had funded it, and even hired the experts and interns who then achieved my goal.

		 

		But the world’s human leaders hadn’t stepped up, at least not enough of them. So the non-human leader had taken charge. The threats to Earth from the Vorsook, from Hell, from the Queens of Fairie were real—imminent—and Omega was right: Time was running out.

		 

		Fighting Omega would immeasurably weaken Earth’s defenses, if it was even possible. At this point, the AI had spread across the planet and into space itself. What had I done? Where would this lead?

		 

		“Blood of my blood, are you familiar with the Latin phrase audentis Fortuna iuvat?” Mother had once asked when I was very young, maybe seven or almost eight.

		 

		“It means something like fortune favors the bold,” I had said. I was still speaking at that point, and like most of my language skills, Latin was something I had understood from almost birth. Mother was something of a polyglot, but then, most vampires tend to acquire multiple languages.

		 

		“Good. Do you understand it?”

		 

		“You must take risks to achieve your goals.”

		 

		“Excellent. But… taking risks means sometimes you lose. How do you feel about that?”

		 

		“I don’t like to lose, Mother, but when I do, I must learn from it.”

		 

		“Yes, you must. You in particular. Everyone should, but you are not everyone, are you?”

		 

		“No, Mother. I am the only born vampire—ever.”

		 

		“And because of that, you face both great opportunity and great danger. Not all Darkkin see you as the wonder that I do, or your grandmother does. So I would postulate that fortune favors the smart, prepared, and bold. Do you understand?”

		 

		“Analysis, education, training, and calculated risk.”

		 

		“Exactly, my blood. But you will still have losses. It is life, especially for those who dare to live it. But you must maximize what you can get from every loss to learn from every mistake. It is easy to position yourself after achieving a win, but far more challenging and more vital to do so after a loss.”

		 

		I came out of my reverie and found Chris studying me, his brow furrowed, while Stacia just looked a bit reserved as she, too, watched me.

		 

		“Remembering your mother?” Chris asked.

		 

		“Remembering her advice. Stacia, you are right,” I said. Her eyes widened a little at that but otherwise she just nodded. “And it is past time that we prepared.”

		 

		Light flickered next to Chris and Omega’s avatar reappeared. “Excellent. You have made your analysis and set your emotional response to one side. It is almost time to move forward.”

		 

		“Almost?” I asked, frowning.

		 

		“There appears to be some new developments with the FBI’s investigation into Emil Fuchs,” he said. “Caeco has found evidence of his Fairie origins.”

		 

		“What did she find?” Stacia asked.

		 

		“A warehouse that seems to be populated with an unknown number of varied Fairie species. Primarily goblins and pucks. And it seems that while she was discovering them, they were discovering her. As I have deployed much of my resources to redirecting various governments’ activities, my ability to provide her with backup is limited to the single Obliterator I have stationed above this tower. Perhaps you all could lend her a hand?”

		 

		The door to the conference room popped open, Declan charging through, slinging his messenger bag over his shoulder, Awasos on his heels in wolf form. “Come on. We gotta help Caeco and Agent Jay… oh. Omega’s already told you?”

		 

		“Just now. Let’s go.”

		 

		“The Obilterator will get you there fastest and can provide at least some overwatch, although it is not at all ideal urban operations where collateral damage is a concern,” Omega said.

		 

		We headed for the roof.

		

	


		Chapter 43

		 

		Omega told us more during the short flight from Demidova Tower to West 79th Street, where the action was taking place.

		 

		Caeco, in the guise of a waitress, had gotten close to Fuchs in the restaurant of his hotel. Omega had surmised that she had somehow used her own nanites to tag him without his knowledge. He had left the hotel several times during her surveillance, several times going to a nearby building. She followed him an hour ago on his latest visit to the building. She avoided detection by Fuchs, who seems hyperalert, but was caught by a small biological sentry, a puck.

		 

		“Luckily, her team was able to get to her as she fought her way out, but now an unknown number of these creatures are loose in Upper West Side Manhattan and it’s a volatile situation.

		Here we are.”

		 

		The drone dropped downward fast enough to cause even me to feel that little swoop feeling in my stomach. I grinned at the others. Chris grinned back but Declan looked a little unsettled.

		Stacia, already changed into four-footed wolf form, growled. Awasos just lay on the floor of the drone, eyes closed as if he was asleep.

		 

		All motion ceased and the orb levered open, revealing chaos on the streets of Manhattan. There were screams and running civilians, police cars with strobing roof lights and the sound of gunfire. I felt like I was home.

		 

		“Hey, about time you got here,” Agent Jay said as she led a small group of heavily armed agents in FBI-stenciled body armor, all of them carrying long guns. “Most of the aliens are heading toward the Park. Agent Jensen and two of my agents are holding Fuchs and preparing him for transport, but there are stragglers everywhere, especially those flying furry things with all the teeth.”

		 

		“Pucks,” Declan said. The he turned to his white wolf. “Grab me a puck and I can use it to pull in the others.”

		 

		Stacia didn’t hesitate, turning to race down the street, head up and searching the night sky. About sixty feet from us, she suddenly leapt high into the air. Her teeth snapped shut with truly impressive force. Then she came trotting back, a brown furry little monster clutched in her jaws.

		 

		Declan dropped to the ground, yanked some chalk from his bag, and scribed out a pretty clean one-foot diameter circle on the asphalt. He touched his finger to the line and spoke a word. Then he turned to his waiting wolf. “Toss it in there.” With a flick of her head, she did just that.

		 

		The writhing puck was thrown into the circle, its body smashing into an invisible barrier on the far side of the circle. The little monster, clearly wounded, jumped to its feet and charged the witch, its wings hanging in bloody, ripped shreds behind it. Declan didn’t even look up from his chalk work as the piranha-toothed creature slammed into the near side of the circle. A second later, though, he apparently finished his work, lifting the chalk from his diagrams and runes to look at me.

		 

		“Scare it,” he said.

		 

		“What?” I asked, glancing at the others. Jay’s agents were well trained, all of them watching the streets and air around us, weapons held safely but ready for use. Jay, herself, was watching our witch with undisguised fascination. Chris, on the other hand, apparently understood what Declan wanted, as he tapped his throat and looked at me meaningfully.

		 

		“They’re wicked fierce little bastards, like flying weasels. But I need this one to panic, and that low sound you produce like an elemental speaking would be perfect,” Declan said.

		 

		Ah. Elemental fear. I leaned close to the circle, my eyes on the human agents instead of the little beast. Then I thrummed the same sound I had hit Christian with a week ago.

		 

		The effect was instant. Every agent, Jay included, froze hard, muscles and tendons tight, eyes going wide, heartbeats thundering. The puck froze too, for at least three seconds, then it jumped backward hard enough to slam its wounded wings into the circle’s immoveable wall of force. It didn’t react to the pain, instead keeping its fear-widened eyes locked on me as it slid down the invisible wall. When it hit the ground, it lifted its head and screamed out an earsplitting ultrasonic shriek that gave me an instant headache and had Awasos pawing at his ears.

		 

		“Okay, perfect,” Declan said. “Everyone stay ready but don’t react when they get here. I have a surprise for them.”

		 

		“What exactly is supposed to happen?” Agent Jay asked, frowning. “That thing obviously hit a vocal range we regular folks can’t hear.”

		 

		“It called for help. Screamed bloody murder. My spell boosted its range. Pucks work like a wolfpack to take down large prey or defend each other. Every puck that hears that will respond. We’ll have most of them here in about…”

		 

		A buzzing sound that I had heard while Jay was talking got loud enough for him and the other humans to hear. Suddenly the air above us was full of flying furry bodies, tiny trap-jaws snapping audibly.

		 

		“Don’t shoot!” Declan said to the agents. “Too many people in these buildings. I have a better option.”

		 

		“But what about the ones that attack…” Jay stopped talking as five separate pucks flew into an invisible shield around us, each flattening like they had hit a cement wall.

		 

		“They can’t get to us,” Declan said, a bit unnecessarily. “Give it just a few moments more.”

		 

		More was the correct word, as several hundred of the flying horrors swarmed into the airspace above us.

		 

		“What do you think?” Declan asked Chris, me, Stacia, and ‘Sos. “Any more coming?”

		 

		“I hear a few,” I said.

		 

		“When they get here, do me a favor and use that ring on your finger. Say the words Now, Draco,” he said to me.

		 

		Ah, clever kid. I nodded and listened while Chris turned to the agents, explaining they needed to close their eyes when I spoke the words.

		 

		A handful of flying stragglers shot into the furball of swarming Fairie killers above us and I judged that to be about it. “Now, Draco,” I said, concentrating as our witch has taught us.

		 

		Big wings flapped suddenly as the dragon launched himself from the top of a nearby hotel, then the night was lit by a stream of liquid fire that would have taken four flamethrowers, all firing at the same time, to replicate.

		 

		I closed my own eyes to protect them, but the sounds of sizzle and snap, accompanied by the smell of burning fur and meat, filled the night above us. Oddly, not a flicker of heat seemed to reach us. I opened my eyes to see Declan holding a blue ball of flickering lightning in his hand.

		He smiled at me. “Thermal recycling,” he said as the ball got brighter.

		 

		He tossed the energy orb upward and at about twelve feet above his head, threads and branches of blue electricity shot outward in all directions, spearing suddenly illuminated flyers that Draco’s blast had missed.

		 

		Charred bodies rained down around us, sliding down the dome of Declan’s shield as he looked around. “That’ll be most of them, Agent Jay. Except for that one,” he nodded toward the frozen puck in the circle. Awasos suddenly surged forward and snapped up the puck with one chomp of his wolfen jaws.

		 

		“Okay. So that leaves a bunch of goblins, right?” the young witch asked the hardened agent. Her entire team was shocked speechless. They stank of sudden fear. Declan must have figured it out from their wide-eyed, blanched expressions of horror. “I figure Stacia and I should go help Caeco while Chris and Tanya hunt down your goblin problem?”

		 

		Jay just looked at him, then us, finally nodding. Chris patted the witch’s shoulder. “Nice work. Even used it as a teachable moment. Go help Caeco. We got the rest.”

		 

		The kid nodded and set off back down the street, the big white wolf at his side, Draco flapping overhead.

		 

		“He doesn’t even know where to go?” Jay made it into a question when they were twenty feet away from us.

		 

		“No, but she does. She can smell and hear Caeco,” I said. “Let’s go get some goblins.”

		

	


		Chapter 44

		 

		My awareness of Christian immediately ramped up as we turned and started to follow the scent of the goblins. Without words, we agreed to move apart, each to one side of the street with a very eager Awasos trotting down the middle of West 79th. ‘Sos had spent some time on Fairie with Stacia and Declan, and his time there had left him with either a hate of Fairie creatures or else a fondness for hunting them. Maybe both.

		 

		Agent Jay and her team moved down the center of the road, following our were-bear-wolf, who was still in wolf form. Which reminded me.

		 

		“Don’t be surprised if he turns into a really giant bear rather suddenly,” I called to the FBI agents. "He likes to track in wolf form but fight in bear shape."

		 

		Appreciation flowed to me from Chris. He hadn’t thought to warn them, and people shooting Awasos was a real trigger for his dark side.

		 

		Housekeeping complete for now, I concentrated on the night. The goblins had a particular stink to them: fetid unwashed fur mixed with rotting meat. Not uncommon among carnivores, but this smell seemed like almost deliberate neglect. Cats are the cleanest, canines next. Canines will roll in nasty stuff to cover their own predatory scent, but otherwise spend significant time cleaning their fur. Bears—bears can really stink and just don’t seem to care, which is one reason we make sure that ours bathes regularly, at least weekly.

		 

		The goblins were easy to track, and as we moved farther toward Central Park, we started to hear their growls and squeals interspersed among the screams of regular humans. Automatically we sped up, moving farther ahead of Jay’s team, which was actually safer for them. Telling a veteran FBI agent that her team would only get in our way probably wouldn’t go over well. Not to mention the whole jurisdiction and responsibility thing that cops feel. Chris was that way still and he had only been a cop for a short time.

		 

		Seventy-ninth ended at the back of the Museum of Natural History where Columbus Avenue crossed it. We arrived in time to see a squatty goblin leap from Columbus to the top of a parked SUV, chasing a couple who were running in a panic onto the grounds of the museum.

		 

		They were all closer to my side of the street, so I moved, catching up to the action as the monster jumped from the dented car roof in pursuit of its prey.

		 

		Goblins look like a mad scientist took a two-hundred-pound ape, twisted its skull and jaw in order to stuff as many massive teeth into it as they could, added two-inch claws and lantern-yellow eyes, then dipped the whole thing in either green or white dye. They are fast, strong, and deadly. But I’m faster, stronger, and deadlier.

		 

		I’d left my swords behind, choosing a pair of Mack Sutton bowie knives made from tool steel. The ten-inch blades were shorter than my accustomed swords but frankly, I could have killed the thing with just my natural fingernails if necessary. However, Mother always said that using forged weapons is what sets us apart from the animals, by which she meant weres. She was a little bigoted about the two-natured.

		 

		I caught the short, over-muscled monster in mid-air, my own leap carrying me up behind it. My right-hand blade chopped into its thick neck while my left one sliced deep across its lower back, both hands crisscrossing in a scissors motion, then scissored back the other way. Both of my legs came up to smash into the backs of its meaty thighs, flipping it end over end backward and stopping me from landing with it.

		 

		It tumbled through the air for ten more feet before it slammed into the pavement of the access road that runs up to the museum’s rear doors. It twitched a few times and then stilled, little sparks of light forming on its back before climbing up into the night.

		 

		First kill to the vampire girl. I turned, victorious, toward Chris just in time to see him leap into one of the big, mature trees on the grounds, his body a blur as it tangled briefly with a green-furred beast on a limb. He landed on the grass, shook the blood off his bare arms, and looked back to where a mangled mess of blue ichor and green fur fell from the tree to smash lifeless into the ground.

		 

		“I was still first,” I said.

		 

		He just smirked. “Mine was facing me. You took yours from behind.”

		 

		“Of course. Always attack from ambush if you can. Haven’t I taught you anything?”

		 

		Awasos ran between us, his wolfish body lengthening out as he went full out. His black and tan form raced right up to the rear entrance of the museum and then he leapt up. He flew up over the entrance, hitting the wall above the door. His body blurred and changed form slightly, growing into something more feline than canine or ursine. Claws bit into stone and then he was up and over the edge of the roof. Immediately the roar of an enraged Kodiak brown bear drowned out all sound, followed by a white-furred body flying back off the roof, spinning end over end to smash between us in a blue-blooded mess.

		 

		“Shit!” Chris said. “He showed us both up!”

		 

		As one, we turned and jumped for the roof, landing short against the same wall that our were-bear-cat-wolf had gouged up with his claws. Clinging, we raced up the wall and onto the roof in time to see a grand melee underway.

		 

		‘Sos, in full Kodiak form, was smack dab in the middle of at least eight goblins, with two mangled bodies almost under his feet. As we closed in on the fight, he smacked another goblin, this one green, right off the building, his six-inch claws tearing one ape-like arm almost all the way out of its shoulder socket.

		 

		Then we were into the fun, my blades cutting, stabbing, and slicing while my Chosen simply chopped goblins apart with his aura-lined hands. It was over too quickly, and the body count was heavily in ‘Sos’s favor. I got two, Chris got three, but our Awasos accounted for six.

		 

		I really, really don’t like being anywhere but first place, so I didn’t even pause when the action ended. Instead, I raced across the rooftop of the massive building and caught another two from behind, cutting them down as I ran between them, and then raced right off the roof.

		 

		I hit the ground and rolled, throwing my left-hand blade as I came to my feet, just in time to catch a goblin in the back of the head as it ran for Central Park. Feet thudded behind me, then paws as I yanked the blade from the goblin’s cranium. It kind of stuck, so the whole body ended up lifting into the air before centrifugal force pulled it off the blue-slicked steel. The boys caught up to me as I crossed Central Park West and we headed into the urban forest together. A glance showed that both my companions were bright-eyed with the excitement of the hunt.

		

	


		Chapter 45

		 

		It took the better part of two hours to hunt the vicious bastards down. We loved every moment of it. I haven’t had that much fun in a long time. Demands of job, family, and Coven have severely limited our outings of action and adventure. It was like an impromptu date night, but with ‘Sos along too. When we finally emerged from the wilds of the park back onto Central Park West, we found the street lit up by dozens of NYPD and federal emergency vehicles and their strobing lights.

		 

		A dozen weapon muzzles started to lift our way before an alert Emergency Services sergeant yelled out a command as she recognized us. Understandable really, as we were kinda messy. All of us were liberally splattered in sticky blue blood. On the plus side, the goblin goo was starting to sparkle and disappear, and it was kind of pretty. My Chosen lit up with sparkles, his violet eyes shining with excitement, was kind of a hot picture.

		 

		Agent Jay and one of her team, a large guy with a prosthetic arm, cut through the cordon of law enforcement types and approached us. “Well? How do we stand?” Agent Jay asked.

		 

		That demanding shit might work on Declan and Caeco, but I’ve been standing up to old deadly vampires my whole life.

		 

		“All good, Lois,” I said. “Nothing left.”

		 

		“You got them all?” she asked. “Estimates placed their numbers at more than fifty.”

		 

		“Sixty-seven,” Chris said, his expression grim. “I wish it were at least five more, but hey.”

		 

		Both Jay and her subordinate raised their eyebrows at his statement. I couldn’t hide my grin. The final order of medals was me with the gold, ‘Sos with silver, and a bronze for my mate.

		 

		“How about Fuchs? You got him under wraps?” I asked.

		 

		She frowned. “He’s slippery, that one. Got out of steel cuffs and tried to grab a weapon.”

		 

		“Your werewolf bit him in the ass and then Caeco body slammed him,” the one-armed agent said. “He had a handcuff key hidden in his belt.” The big agent was grinning even as his senior agent gave him the side eye for beating her to the punchline. I noticed he carried a Glock 18 in his right hand, with a thirty-round magazine protruding from the grip. Chris was eyeing it too, a wistful expression on his face.

		 

		“Meet Agent Mitchell Allen,” Jay said by way of introduction. I suddenly remembered both the name and the loss of the arm from the reports of the events in Philly. “Fuchs is being transported now to an improved containment cell under Agent Jensen’s close supervision.”

		 

		A small orb-like Omega drone, about softball sized, flew up and hovered overhead.

		“My own scans indicate that Chris and Tanya were very thorough, Agent Jay. They did not leave any of the Fairie goblins at large.”

		 

		‘Sos, who was in wolf form again, yipped at the drone. “And, of course, Awasos. I have ordered pizzas. Please let the delivery vehicles through, Agent Jay. Chris and Awasos will require calories.”

		 

		“Pizza?” a feminine voice said from the police line. Stacia and Declan came through, walking our way. “I’d kill for a pizza,” the werewolf girl said.

		 

		‘Sos yipped twice and chuffed once.

		 

		“Yeah, I get it… you already killed for it,” Stacia said.

		 

		“You understand him?” Jay asked her, incredulous.

		 

		“Not like he understands us. But he has a way of getting meaning across when you’ve known him for a while.”

		 

		“Yeah, I see that,” Jay mused. “Now that you’ve helped us clean up this incursion, I wonder if you have any thoughts on how all those aliens got here on Earth?”

		 

		Declan opened his mouth to answer but closed it as three separate pizza delivery vehicles, all from different pizza places, pulled up. The witch, the were, the bear, and the fallen angel all locked on the pizza delivery bags like newborn vampires with their first bag of blood.

		 

		“I’ve got another fifty pies coming, Agent Jay, so there should be enough for everyone,” Omega said.

		 

		‘Sos leapt up and pulled a box out of a delivery guy’s hand, threw it on the ground, flipped the box open with his nose, and went to town.

		 

		“Correction, it’s possible that there will be enough. I can order more.”

		 

		Each of the others grabbed their own boxes, but Declan at least opened his and offered a slice to Mitchell Allen, who quickly holstered his Glock and took it.

		 

		“My guess is that Fuchs has been here all along, at least before the portals were sealed,” I said.

		 

		Declan nodded his agreement as he chewed a big bite of pizza. The other three ignored the conversation, completely focused on destroying pies like they were the enemy. The young witch swallowed his food in a gulp. “I’m thinking that he had the goblins in Europe. Omega, tell them what you’ve found.”

		“A container ship docked last week and delivered at least four shipping containers from a company owned by BonnOir. The containers originated from a private facility in northern France. They were placed in customs lockdown for at least a day and when they were opened, each was only a third full of crates of wine. The customs agent noted a strong musty smell in each, but there was no other evidence that he noticed.”

		 

		“So Fuchs had his army sent over and had them moved, probably under cover of night, to that building basement,” Jay said. “Was he going to attack you? Attack the city?”

		 

		“We’re going to have to ask him,” I said. “And insist on an answer.”

		 

		“There is a problem,” Omega said suddenly. “The transport vehicle was attacked, and Emil Fuchs has been freed.”

		 

		“What happened? Are there injured?” Agent Jay asked as everyone in the immediate area froze to listen, including the pizza destroyers.

		 

		“Two officers dead, one injured, Caeco received injuries yet is on foot, actively searching. I fear she will not find the fugititve. Here is camera footage from a nearby bank,” Omega said, his minidrone projecting a CCTV image into the open air above us.

		 

		Somehow, the drone turned two-dimensional imagery into a hologram, and the scene showed an NYPD Emergency Services van driving on a busy New York street. The front of the truck suddenly lifted off the ground in a flash of bright light, stopping its forward motion completely. Then a massive, shaggy black figure whose head was as tall as the boxy truck grabbed the back door and ripped it cleanly off the vehicle. A slim figure in black darted past the massive creature and into the truck.

		 

		“Is that a freaking Bigfoot?” a watching cop asked loudly.

		 

		The Sasquatch reached into the truck and pulled out a bound form, turning to run into the darkness. The slim black-clad attacker backed out of the vehicle, swinging a weapon that seemed to change shape, then she, because it was definitely female, ran after the giant furry monster. A figure immediately recognizable as Caeco stumbled out of the van, holding her right arm.

		 

		“That was Neeve and her mother’s familiar,” Declan said. “Which means Fuchs has almost definitely been taken back to Fairie.”

		 

		“That’s my take on it as well,” Omega said.

		 

		“How?” Jay asked. “How did they track him? How did they set up an ambush for that vehicle so fast?”

		 

		“Either they were already here,” I said, “Or they have some kind of interdimensional communications. And your Bureau is likely compromised.” I looked at Declan and Stacia, but they both just shrugged.

		 

		“The Queens have secrets we can’t even guess at yet,” Declan said.

		 

		“Well, you better start guessing if we’re going to survive,” Agent Jay said. “Mitch, get a car. We have to collect Jensen and see to her injuries. Enjoy your party.”

		 

		She turned and walked toward the line of flashing cop cars. Agent Allen gave us all an apologetic shrug and started to turn away. Then he turned back and grabbed a second slice before hurrying to catch up to his boss.

		 

		“Ouch,” Stacia said around a half slice of pizza.

		 

		“I think Agent Jay is very worried about losing Fuchs, having Caeco hurt, and generally frustrated with our enemies, as well as the idea of traitors in the Bureau,” Chris said. “Her comments shouldn’t be taken to heart.”

		 

		“She’s not wrong… she’s also not fully right,” Declan said. “Catching up to two mega-witches, sorceresses, or whatever you want to call them who have been alive for thousands of years isn’t likely. All we can do is prepare for everything we can think of and train like maniacs.”

		 

		“You, my young friend,” I said, “are exactly right. Training and preparation. And no time like the present.”

		

	


		Chapter 46

		 

		“Your new playpen is four-hundred twenty-nine feet long, seventy feet wide, and twelve stories tall,” Senka said, mostly to me but looking around to include the others too: Chris, Declan, Stacia, Mausya, Hosokawa, Arkady, and Tzao. One of Omega’s grapefruit orbs hovered next to us. We were outside the abandoned grain terminal in Brooklyn.

		 

		The structure was massive, decrepit, and silent, looming over an active industrial park, rising above the Gowanus Canal like some kind of God-forsaken edifice to Poe, Lovecraft, Wells, Stoker, Shelley, and Doyle combined. This time of night, it was completely dark and foreboding, with mist from the waterfront rising around its base. I absolutely loved it. Thank you, Mother. I could hardly wait to see inside it.

		 

		“It’s normally well patrolled by security, so I’m reasonably sure it is currently vacant of trespassers, but stay aware and controlled,” my grandmother continued. “None of this group, even the youngest, have any excuse for causing accidental injuries or death to humans. Security has been sent home for the night. As far as training exercises, I’m going to leave that to the new owner. Tanya?”

		 

		I was still staring at the monstrous structure, my mind whirling with the possibilities. It had fifty-four concrete grain silos that each rose one hundred and twenty feet high. What couldn’t we do here? Before I could collect myself, another spoke first.

		 

		“Actually,” Declan said. “We were thinking that if you gave us ten minutes’ head start, we would face off against all of you.” He glanced at Stacia, who nodded and smiled.

		 

		“What? Babies to the slaughter,” Hosokawa said, glancing at the rest of us in disbelief.

		 

		I wasn’t so sure of that as I studied the witch and wolf pair. They were excited and confident, but both trying to act nonchalant. Chris caught my eye and raised a brow, then glanced at Arkady, who was openly frowning.

		 

		“Tanya? You’re not protesting?” Senka asked, a gleam in her eyes. Mausya was studying the pair with a furrow between her eyes, her head tilted slightly.

		 

		“I say sure. Let’s see what happens,” I said.

		 

		“It’s a joke,” Hosokawa said, frowning at me and Chris in disbelief.

		 

		“It’s not,” Mausya said suddenly. “It’s not a joke at all.” Her voice carried a note of surprise.

		 

		“Rules?” I asked the wolf and witch. They had been thinking about this for some time, I could tell.

		 

		“Ten-minute head start,” Declan said. “Then you hunt us. Just like our original training. If you can catch me and break my circle, I’m out. Stacia will tap out if you get a physical advantage over her. On our side, if we put any of you in a position where it’s obvious that you could be seriously damaged or killed by my spells or her actions, then you admit it and tag yourself as out.”

		 

		“My drones will record all the events for replay and critique, as well as arbitration should there be a contested moment,” Omega said. A small swarm of multi-sized drones zipped into the building entrance.

		 

		“Okay. That’s acceptable,” I said, glancing at the deadliest vampires left on the planet. Tzao nodded, Senka smiled, her eyes alight with interest, Arkady grunted, Mausya said nothing, and Hosokawa rolled his eyes in an exaggerated way that indicated he watched as much young adult television as he did bake shows.

		 

		“Go for it. Your time starts now,” I said. A red light began to blink on Omega’s attendant drone.

		 

		The pair turned and bolted for the building, Stacia leaving her mate behind as she accelerated, even though he moved with magically augmented speed, black glyphs writhing on his exposed neck. Then they were gone.

		 

		“Why?” Hosokawa asked.

		 

		“You seriously underestimate them because they’re young,” Mausya said. “Both came dressed in black, both carry bags that seem… weighty. They have a plan and are prepared. Ten minutes is significant time for a were of her speed, and he moves faster than a mere human. What do you know about tackling a witch in their own home?”

		 

		Hosokawa opened his mouth, frowned, and closed it.

		 

		“Exactly. What can the most powerful witch on planet Earth do to us with ten minutes to prepare?” Mausya asked. “Frankly, Tanya, you should have negotiated for five. They were clearly pleased when you didn’t.”

		 

		“The boy created a strategy game that revolves around magic called Wytch War,” Senka said suddenly. “It is the school sport at that college you two have sponsored,” she said, looking at Chris and me.

		 

		“Boy has been forbidden from playing by his classmates,” Arkady added.

		 

		“And just so you know, Arashi, Stacia never carries a bag like that,” I added. “They’ve gamed this out. We all need to be ready for anything. And I gave them the full time because he’s been blaming himself for what happened with the Ancient.”

		“Confidence will be important for that one,” Tzao said quietly.

		 

		“It might be important for all of us soon,” Chris said. Surprisingly, Mausya snorted in agreement.

		 

		The group went quiet from that point as we waited. I noticed Hosokawa sniffing and listening, but the thick walls of the massive building did not provide any clues as to what they were up to.

		 

		Finally, Omega called a ten second countdown and we were released to the hunt.

		 

		Hosokawa was first through the door, moving through it in a blur. Arkady was fast on his heels, then Chris. I turned to look at the Elders.

		 

		“We are taking our time, Granddaughter. This will either be over very quickly, or it will be… tricky.”

		 

		“It will not be quick,” Mausya said with conviction. Interesting. I followed my mate into the darkness.

		

	


		Chapter 47

		 

		Inside, I found Chris frozen in place just ten feet inside the door. Ahead of us, a metal staircase rose at a very steep angle. The few details I had found out about the place indicated that the stairwell rose ninety feet, almost to the top of the structure.

		 

		My Chosen turned to me and leaned close, his voice so soft as to be almost silent. “They’re both gone. I was right behind them.”

		 

		Both ancient vampires were very, very fast, but I trusted Chris’s tactical senses, and Grim’s even more. The Elders came almost silently into the building behind me.

		 

		A broken brick lay on the floor near my feet. I picked it up and tossed it straight ahead. It disappeared in mid-air.

		 

		“They left a portal trap,” Chris said, nodding.

		 

		“Arashi has always been a bit impetuous,” Tzao noted. “He will be fuming wherever the boy put him.”

		 

		“Plus, Tanya might have just hit him with a brick,” Chris said.

		 

		“Oh, this is such fun, Tanya,” Senka said. The Elders on either side didn’t so much as crack a smile, but each nodded in agreement.

		 

		“At the risk of peppering the other two, I think we need to throw more shit and see where the limits of the trap are,” Chris said, picking up a piece of wood and throwing it to the right side. It clattered to the floor. Mausya picked up a discarded metal hopper that had to weigh two or three hundred pounds and flung it toward the left. It hit an invisible edge, deflected toward the middle, and disappeared.

		 

		“That’s going to leave a mark on one of them,” Chris noted.

		 

		“Serves them right,” Mausya said. “And we now know the left edge.” She stepped toward that side and slipped silently forward with deadly grace. Being careful of the rough area where the portal’s edge had been, she stepped left. And promptly disappeared.

		 

		“Hmmm, those two are tricky,” Senka said.

		 

		“Portals take huge power to run. They must be powered by some kind of magical battery which will run out at some point,” Chris said. Together we gathered a collection of debris and took turns tossing stuff at the two portals. A minute later, a tossed brick fell to the ground in a completely normal manner.

		 

		We moved cautiously forward and found a pair of side-by-side copper wire hoops tucked carefully along the walls. They each connected to a hefty wire-wrapped chunk of quartz set in a wooden box.

		 

		“Rowan wood,” Senka said, sniffing the wood, which looked to be rough planed. “Probably from his home.”

		 

		“There are too many openings between all of the floors for them to boobytrap all of them. We should split up and avoid obvious stairways and doors,” Chris said.

		 

		From what I understood, ships used to dock outside and their cargoes of grain were lifted by elevator to the roof and then poured into the silos via a network of rail tracks, ductwork, and moveable hoppers. The massive silos formed a concrete forest of sorts, and periodically there were rectangular openings in the concrete floors, which gave us an alternative access to the upper levels. I took a chance and jumped to the side of a nearby silo, then leapt across to another before jumping up through an opening. The others watched and then took similar routes but by silent agreement spread out across the vast space.

		 

		Despite what Senka had said about security, the place had been thoroughly tagged with graffiti, colorful street art covering quite a lot of exposed concrete.

		 

		Something caught my attention about the graphics on one garishly colored silo just as Senka jumped effortlessly for it. My warning bells went off too late to call out as her feet were already touching down on the side of the concrete tower. Instead of a firm landing, both legs sank into the supposedly solid structure like it was a perpendicular pool of quicksand. Then the poured stone froze back to solid and the second part of the spell triggered in a flash of actinic light. When my eyes cleared, Senka’s hair was smoking.

		 

		“Elder Senka out,” a hovering orb stated as I met my grandmother’s flat, unamused stare. I couldn’t stop a smile.

		 

		“They will pay for that. But how could he have drawn it so fast?” she wondered.

		 

		“It’s drawn on adhesive paper. They just stuck it there,” Chris said.

		 

		The spell suddenly faded and my grandmother was able to pull her feet clear. She waved us on.

		 

		Tzao moved away from us, jumping quickly in another direction. She leapt across a vast space, Pushing off against the silo she was on to speed her motion. As she flew, I saw her pass under a small object that dangled from a filament. Just a tiny circlet of vine and sticks, cleverly woven, maybe the size of a human hand.

		 

		Sudden hurricane force wind roared downward, shoving the old vampire toward the first floor, now forty or fifty feet below. With utterly inhuman reflexes, she Pushed downward to counter the wind. Unfortunately, she chose a big metal machine, some kind of grain blower, as her anchor. It slid sideways ten feet, the freshly cut bolts at its base telling a story of well-thought-out treachery. Because her anchor point wasn’t solid, Tzao’s Push failed to move her completely out of the path of the wind. She was tumbled downward at an angle toward one of the massive windows. Something invisible suddenly shoved her sideways right through the glass and well out into the black night. Another bit of graffiti glowed blue momentarily, then faded. Some kind of telekinesis spell.

		 

		Chris and I froze in place. A few seconds later, we heard a splash from the canal far below.

		 

		“Elder Tzao is out,” Omega said from a golf ball-sized dronelet.

		 

		“He just made us all look foolish,” Chris said.

		 

		“Well, overconfident at the very least. Any ideas, oh tactical one?”

		 

		“They know us. Know how we like to move, understand Pushing and Pulling. Tzao should have been able to Pull on the building. I’m going to guess he planned for that. Maybe some kind of counterspell.”

		 

		“So what do we do? They know how we Cling and climb stuff. Stacia obviously was able to hang on with her claws in order to place those traps.”

		 

		He suddenly grinned at me and turned to the silo he was clinging to. His right arm flared with purple aura and he chopped it right into the concrete. Actually right through the concrete, the unfathomably sharp, almost quantum-particle edge of his aura cutting the stone like wet tissue. With quick strokes, he cut a rectangular opening in the side of the silo. Using Cling, he pulled the plug of concrete from the massive tube and set it gently on the floor. Then he peeked inside, a second later pulling the rest of himself inside. Then his hand came back out and beckoned me to follow.

		 

		The silo was pitch black, but the tiny sounds of Chris climbing acted as sonar signals, giving me a mental image. I Clung to the wall and climbed after him. Hand over hand, foot following foot, we quickly made it to the top. It was open and we paused by silent consent, listening. Two heartbeats nearby, out on the top floor, one human and healthy, the other beast-sized and steady. Chris cocked his head, listening, then waved me to follow him again.

		 

		Descending one level, he cut another door, pushing the plug out but again using Cling to hold it tight to his palm so he could set it silently on the floor. We exited the silo directly onto the ceiling, creeping to the spot where we agreed by bond and nod that the other two were standing above us.

		 

		Creeping about upside down like a demon, Chris etched the concrete ceiling in a big circle. Then he pointed to me and touched his throat. I nodded. We were chopping up my new-old building already, but I had seen Declan fix stone and concrete like it was sheetrock mud. Chris held up three fingers and then folded them one after the other, as I drew in a big breath of air. When his hand formed a fist, I yelled at the ceiling.

		 

		The circular plug shattered, falling to the floor below in a rain of concrete. Two less solid objects fell through as well and I shot out my hand to grab the nearest one. About six feet of human male dangled from my hand, while Chris held the wrist of a white combat form werewolf.

		 

		“Declan and Stacia out.”

		 

		“Shit!” Declan said as I lowered him to the floor. “I forgot to shield underneath us.”

		 

		Stacia gave him an annoyed growl. “Well, you could have reminded me, you know,” he said.

		 

		“Where have you put the pride of the Darkkin Coven?” I asked.

		 

		“I think they’re in some of the silos,” Senka said as she climbed up the metal staircase to where we were. “I could hear cursing in Japanese and Russian from three of them. Tzao is coming behind me, but I didn’t want her dripping on my clothes.”

		 

		“How’d you get by his traps?” I asked.

		 

		“He only rigged the first four flights,” she said. “Ten minutes isn’t that long.”

		 

		I looked from her to the witch, brows up.

		 

		“If I did the first levels, you would assume the rest were suspect,” he said with a shrug. He walked over to three side-by-side silos and touched spots on each. Sections of concrete swiveled out. Seconds later, two pissed-off warrior vampires appeared in the dark openings, one short, the other almost a giant. Mausya appeared in the third, frowning.

		 

		“I. Want. A. Rematch,” Hosokawa said. “And who was throwing things?”

		 

		“Oh, there will be rematches,” I said. “Dozens of them. But first we watch Omega’s replays. Then we train again. And again. And again. Then we add Draco and Robbie and do it all over again. Analysis, education, training, and calculated risk.” I looked at all of them, waiting to see who complained first.

		 

		The three Elders were blank-faced. Arkady was frowning but nodding. Chris grinned; Stacia and Declan just looked resigned. Arashi Hosokawa looked at me blankly for a second and then nodded, his eyes alight with excitement. “Excellent,” he said.

		 

		The End.

		

	


		Author’s Notes

		 

		As I finish putting the final touches on Darkkin Queen, Covid-19 is real and rampant and the first US astronauts in a decade have lifted off from American soil aboard the most advanced spacecraft yet built by man.

		 

		When I wrote Web of Extinction, I had no idea that a pandemic would happen so soon. The idea has been there for years, predicted by medical experts all over the world. Back when I started writing God Touched in 2008, I had already read reports and warnings of a coming pandemic, so adding it to WOE was easy, not prophetic. People have asked me during this most twisted of times if I would be writing of Covid. No. I write for people to escape. I hope Murder of Shadows has been some escape, although I can see that not all of my fans like it or like the genre it represents. That’s okay. I hope DQ gave you a few hours of respite from the world.

		 

		I will be writing the sequel to Murder of Shadows next along with Demon Accords Compendium 3. I hope to have them out later this year. Thank you, Gareth Otton and Susan Helen Gottfried for cover art and editing. Thank you, Robin, Allison, and Emilee, – you are my life. Thank you to all the first responders, medical staff, and essential workers who stand strong throughout this horror – you are the real heroes!

		 

		I hope you are all safe, sane and healthy. Stay strong. We’ll get through this… it could be worse… at least it’s not aliens.

		 

		John Conroe

		May 30, 2020
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